
12
iasa journal no 56 September 2026

BOOK REVIEW

FORMATS OF MEMORY: NEGOTIATING STANDARDS AND AUDIOVISUAL FUTURES
Aleksandra Milovanović, Faculty of Dramatic Arts, University of Arts in Belgrade, 
Serbia1 

DOI: 10.35320/ij.224

Jimi Jones and Marek Jancovic. The Future of Memory: A History of Lossless Format 
Standards in the Moving Image Archive. Urbana, Chicago, and Springfield: University of 
Illinois Press, 2025. 222 pp. ISBN 978-0-252-04665-0.

In an era defined by digital technologies and infrastructures, the transition from ana-
logue to digital remains prolonged and complex, shaped by hybrid overlaps and creative 
reconfigurations. As audiovisual heritage is increasingly constituted as digital files rather 
than physical carriers, technical standards have become central to how it is stored, 
preserved and regulated. Taking this position as its point of departure, The Future of 
Memory addresses a defining question for contemporary debates on memory and pres-
ervation: how standards underpinning digital audiovisual heritage archiving shape the 
future of cultural memory. From a diachronic perspective, the book offers a nuanced 
account of the trends and politics of preservation, examining the standardization of 
lossless video formats not simply as a technical matter, but as a historically situated and 
institutionally negotiated practice.

Tracing a crucial dimension of audiovisual archiving, Jimi Jones and Marek Jancovic 
frame the standardization of lossless video formats as a set of social, institutional and 
geopolitical dynamics through which lossless video standards are continually produced 
and circulated. The book fills a gap between prescriptive, practice-oriented literature on 
archival preservation and critical scholarship on media formats, offering a reflexive ac-
count of how standards emerge, become embedded in professional practice and shape 
decision-making within archival contexts. By tracing the recent histories of standards 
and formats such as JPEG 2000, MXF, FFV1 and Matroska, the book positions audio-
visual archivists – and by extension their institutions, from national and film archives to 
broadcast collections – as active participants in technological governance rather than 
passive adopters of norms. As the authors observe, “standards are […] a kind of encoded 
power in themselves” (p. 7), while also constituting what they describe as the “raw data” 
of our visual history (p. 3).

The book opens with a deceptively simple question: what kind of “future” can “memo-
ry” have? The title The Future of Memory is both concise and conceptually suggestive, 
opening a space for inquiry that moves from technical questions to broader philosophi-
cal reflections on cultural and audiovisual memory. In the midst of ongoing digital insta-
bility, it evokes a fundamental uncertainty: how can cultural memory endure when its 
conditions of preservation are in constant flux, and what does it mean to preserve audio-
visual memory when its (material) foundations are inherently unstable and prone to de-
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cay? It is only through the subtitle, A History of Lossless Format Standards in the Moving 
Image Archive, that this conceptual openness is more firmly anchored in the technical 
domain of audiovisual preservation. While the title invites reflection on whether the 
future of memory unfolds as a networked and potentially utopian horizon, the subtitle 
grounds that vision in the infrastructures of preservation, where that future appears 
more constrained, if not occasionally dystopian.

If the preceding question frames the book’s core idea, it also brings into focus a more 
immediate one: why does the future of memory matter now? Over the past three dec-
ades, audiovisual archives have shifted from custodians of physical carriers (such as 
film reels, videotapes, discs, etc.) to managers of digital files whose long-term survival 
depends on the stability of formats. As audiovisual heritage increasingly circulates as 
digital data and depends on software and hardware configurations, the governance of 
memory becomes inseparable from its technical formatting. In this context, The Future 
of Memory intervenes at a critical juncture by examining the standardization of lossless 
video formats as a key dimension of contemporary preservation. As the book makes 
clear, decisions about codecs and containers are no longer merely operational choices. 
They actively (re)shape what forms of audiovisual memory can be preserved, accessed 
and circulated in the future.

Jones and Jancovic structure their book as a focused yet wide-ranging investigation 
into how lossless audiovisual formats and standards coalesce and become established. 
Rather than functioning as a technical manual or a narrow set of best practices, the 
book unfolds as a historically situated analysis of standardization, understood as “the 
necessity of relations” (p. 6), a site of negotiation and alignment between practices. Its 
four chapters, framed by an introduction, trace a decisive period in which archives (and 
archivists) became active participants in mediating digital futures. In this respect, the 
scope and structure of the book mirror its central argument that audiovisual formats 
and standards are not linear achievements but evolving sociotechnical constellations, 
understood as “encoding industrial and social relations” (p. 6). The book’s careful or-
ganization guides the reader from conceptual foundations through detailed case studies 
to broader reflections on the future of both audiovisual memory preservation and the 
wider cultures of contemporary media production.

The introduction, titled “So Many Standards, So Little Time: The People and Politics 
Behind Archival Video Formats”, outlines the definitions and differentiations of indus-
try-influenced formats and standards, while mapping the broader ecosystem in which 
they operate. Jones and Jancovic emphasize the idea that standards function as (often 
invisible) infrastructures of memory, enabling long-term access while simultaneously en-
coding power relations between archival institutions, media industries and professional 
communities. As they note, standards are not simply technical specifications but deeply 
embedded social and institutional processes. This reorients the analysis toward formats 
as dynamic and contested outcomes of negotiation and compromise rather than as fixed 
specifications.

The subsequent chapters turn to a set of analytically rich case studies. Chapter 1, 
“Lossless: The Materiality of Archival Video Format Standards”, interrogates the concept 
of “losslessness” itself, challenging the assumption that it is a purely technical attribute 
of digital media. On the one hand, the authors show how notions of fidelity, quality and 
authenticity depend on material constraints such as storage costs, hardware demands 
and workflow complexity. On the other, “lossless” emerges not as an absolute condition 
or a purely technical category, but as a historically dependent and institutionally defined 
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construct. Accordingly, rather than following a linear path, standards operate across 
multiple, overlapping time scales: from rapid cycles of software development, through 
medium-term institutional planning to the long-term horizon of cultural memory. More 
broadly, and beyond its central argument, readers are also invited to reflect on the no-
tion of a single media lifecycle and to reconsider preservation not simply as the endpoint 
of a linear progression from production and circulation to archiving.

Chapters 2 and 3 then form the interpretative axis of the book, bringing this argument 
into sharper focus by following two contrasting constellations of formats and standardi-
zation. In Chapter 2, “Standards with a Capital S”, the authors turn to JPEG 2000 and MXF, 
formats closely associated with large institutions and industry-aligned standard-setting 
organizations, where this process takes on a distinctly top-down character, shaped by 
policy priorities and risk management. By contrast, Chapter 3, “Wild Formats”, follows 
FFV1 and Matroska as they move from open-source and informal contexts into formal 
recognition, highlighting a pivotal moment when archivists, standards developers and 
preservation practitioners collectively push alternative (almost “rogue”) formats into 
international standardization frameworks. This case is particularly illuminating, as the 
authors show that the transition was not simply a matter of technical refinement, but of 
strategic collaboration. It entailed what the authors describe as “an unusual and sudden 
passage of technologies from one extreme end of the informality spectrum […] into for-
mal standardization” (p. 11), driven by key moments of collaboration and archivist-led 
initiatives, reshaping the pathways through which standards are defined and legitimized 
today. 

The final chapter, “Standards at Work”, broadens the analytical lens across a range of 
organizational contexts and environments, from transnational corporations to nonprofit 
initiatives, revealing a complex ecology of actors rather than a simple divide between 
industry and archives. The Future of Memory reframes audiovisual archives as a dynamic 
field rather than a stable endpoint of preservation workflows. Jones and Jancovic offer 
an innovative account of recent format struggles, while also demonstrating how stand-
ards operate as policy instruments within the politics of memory. The study invites read-
ers to reconsider the present moment, in which digital preservation has evolved beyond 
a simple response to obsolescence into a central component of cultural heritage prac-
tices worldwide, offering a compelling way of rethinking how the future of audiovisual 
memory is built, format by format.

From the standpoint of professional practice, the study is grounded in more than thirty 
interviews conducted over several years, reflecting strong commitment. By combining 
oral history with technical analysis, The Future of Memory bridges theoretical inquiry 
and professional practice. Its in-depth research offers insight into knowledge transfer, 
professional exchange and the formation of expertise at a moment of transition in au-
diovisual preservation. A particular strength of the book lies in practitioners’ perspec-
tives, as Jones and Jancovic validate their voices as central sources of knowledge rather 
than anecdotal supplements, anchoring the analysis in lived professional experience 
and critical reflection on archival practice. For readers working across archival and me-
dia contexts, this approach is especially valuable, as it renders visible forms of expertise 
that typically remain unspoken and taken for granted.

The book contributes to audiovisual archiving in several key areas: rethinking audiovisual 
formats/standards definitions; framing standards as a form of “soft power”; position-
ing archives as standards-makers; and examining the interplay between open-source 
and formal standardization regimes. From the outset, it frames video standards as the 



iasa journal no 56 September 2026
15

Aleksandra Milovanović

technical basis of both media production and contemporary audiovisual archiving. The 
authors argue that file formats and encoding systems governed by “well-defined rules” 
(p. 2) are not purely passive tools, but sociotechnical formations shaped by institutional 
authority, professional cultures and ethical commitments. The book clarifies the divide 
between formal specification and practical implementation, while foregrounding the 
processes of “producing, choosing, and implementing archival format standards” (p. 3). 

A further conceptual layer lies in its framing of standards as forms of “soft power” and, 
by extension, as instruments of cultural memory politics. In recent years, scholarship on 
formats and standards has shifted away from media circulation and industry practice to-
ward greater attention to archives as sites of technical decision-making that enable the 
continuity of audiovisual memory. Building on this shift, The Future of Memory shows 
how decisions concerning codecs, containers and metadata are embedded in broader 
protocols and workflows that govern compatibility and access across end-to-end media 
processes. This reveals standards as a form of “soft power”, embedding authority within 
seemingly technical systems while shaping the range of possible audiovisual preserva-
tion futures and, thereby, the politics of memory within the granular architecture of 
format.

Perhaps the most consequential insight is the repositioning of archives from standard-
takers to standard-makers, as they move beyond their traditional role of implementing 
preservation standards toward direct participation in their making. As the authors note, 
this shift marks “the first time archivists have begun to proactively develop their own 
digital video standards” (p. 4), departing from earlier models defined by the broadcast 
and media industries, often through standards-setting bodies such as ISO or SMPTE, 
which codified norms primarily according to media production and distribution needs. 
By analysing these novel preservation-specific logics and mapping how open-source and 
community-driven formats entered formal norm-setting processes, the book shows how 
standards can be shaped from within archival practice itself, rather than imposed from 
outside. It demonstrates that legitimacy emerges not solely from formal authority, but 
through collaborative practice and peer validation, with far-reaching implications for the 
professional autonomy and governance of audiovisual memory. 

Particularly compelling is the book’s account of open-source and formal standardiza-
tion as intersecting regimes. Through its case study of FFV1 and Matroska, it brings into 
view tensions between openness and stability, innovation and control, revealing both 
the possibilities and the compromises of collaborative standardization. Standards thus 
emerge not as neutral technical solutions, but as sites where preservation ethics, infra-
structural constraints, and political values are negotiated. In sum, The Future of Memory 
reframes format standards from the background to the center of critical inquiry, showing 
that to understand the digital future of audiovisual memory, one must examine not only 
what is preserved, but also how digital preservation is structured through standards and 
who gets to determine those structures.

While The Future of Memory makes a significant contribution to archival studies and 
preservation discourse, the following remarks are offered as productive openings for 
further research. One concerns its geographical focus on Europe and North America, 
leaving the Global South relatively less explored. Closer attention to these settings 
would reveal how standards operate as instruments of “soft power” across different 
regions. Recent scholarship on global audiovisual heritage echoes this perspective (see 
Perneczky and Valenti 2026). A related issue is the disproportionate emphasis on well-
resourced archival infrastructures, with less attention given to how lossless standards 
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circulate in smaller or under-resourced institutions. From a methodological perspec-
tive, the book’s reliance on interviews with practitioners is a major strength, yet it also 
raises questions of representativeness. The most visible voices are from archivists and 
developers already engaged in international standardization efforts, while more critical 
or hesitant perspectives remain comparatively marginal. 

The book builds on Jones and Jancovic’s earlier work, further developing their critical 
archival inquiry into the technical dimensions of digital preservation, particularly in rela-
tion to video compression and format materiality (see Jancovic 2017; 2023). Although 
they do not situate their study within a single theoretical lineage, The Future of Memory 
occupies a distinctive position within IASA-related scholarship by bringing into dialogue 
lossless formats, media histories and digital futures. It also stands out within the litera-
ture on audiovisual preservation (technical guidelines or best-practice manuals), where 
day-to-day archival work often prioritizes efficiency and durability over the social, his-
torical and political contexts surrounding formats.

Grounded in institutional practice and practitioner testimonies, the book’s analytical 
approach brings together digital preservation studies, format theory, archival and mem-
ory studies, media archaeology, and science and technology studies (STS). It resonates 
with the work of scholars such as Jonathan Sterne, whose analysis of the MP3 explores 
the cultural and infrastructural dimensions of formats (Sterne 2012), as well as with 
Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Leigh Star’s work on standards and classification (Bowker 
and Star 2000), Lawrence Busch’s understanding of standards as instruments of govern-
ance (Busch 2011), and Trevor Owens’s reflections on digital preservation as an ongoing 
institutional practice (Owens 2018).

Read alongside other contributions in (networked) archives, (digital) media and (future 
of) memory studies, the book’s contribution becomes more sharply defined. While Lisa 
Gitelman’s Always Already New (2006) reads formats as historically embedded protocols 
that organize how media are understood, The Future of Memory follows formats into 
concrete practical settings, shifting from interpretation to infrastructural operation. This 
move partially resonates with the split theory/practice model of Doing Experimental 
Media Archaeology: Theory (Fickers and van den Oever 2022) and Practice (van der 
Heijden and Kolkowski 2022), as Jones and Jancovic integrate theoretical reflection and 
hands-on engagement within a single framework for understanding the future of audio-
visual heritage.

Unlike Giovanna Fossati’s From Grain to Pixel (2018), which maps the archival life of film 
through the transition from photochemical to digital regimes, The Future of Memory 
engages less with the ontology of media change and more with the standardization 
processes through which audiovisual heritage is preserved and circulated over time. 
Similarly, rather than prioritizing machinic image processes as Wolfgang Ernst in Digital 
Memory and the Archive (2013) and Jussi Parikka in Operational Images (2023), Jones 
and Jancovic reorient the discussion toward formats as dynamic sites of memory where 
audiovisual heritage is continually reworked and projected into the future.

Finally, the book stands out across both scholarly and professional landscapes by of-
fering a historically and theoretically rooted analysis of digital audiovisual standards 
written with a deep understanding of archival practice. This broader perspective also 
means that readers seeking concrete technical guidance or evaluative comparisons of 
formats may find the book intentionally open-ended, as The Future of Memory avoids 
offering narrow recommendations or endorsing particular standards as universally su-
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perior. Instead, the book shifts toward an understanding of audiovisual standards as 
historical decisions shaped by ethical and institutional implications, while revealing how 
(soft) power becomes embedded in technical choices. From this expanded perspective, 
rather than instructing archivists what to choose, the book clarifies what is at stake in 
the act of choosing itself. Such a repositioning of standards allows Jones and Jancovic 
to make an important contribution to broader discussions of formats as mediators of 
cultural production and reception by demonstrating that lossless and other audiovisual 
formats do not merely shape media circulation in the present, but profoundly condi-
tion the future survival of audiovisual heritage. By showing that standards are neither 
predetermined nor neutral, the book further strengthens the dialogue between theory 
and archival practice, between formal institutions and alternative practices, ultimately 
reminding us that preservation is not simply about saving content, but about shaping the 
conditions of its survival – the living futures of audiovisual memory.
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