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Q1: Tell us about your job? What is your exact job title? How long have you been at SFMOMA? (Education? Training?)

My job is changing. I was a curatorial assistant before and now I’m a Digital Imaging Specialist. So when it comes to the image creation and accessing those images, I’m the gatekeeper. 

Q: What do you mean gatekeeper?

If somebody wants an image for whatever reason, they have to talk to me. Or they have to go through Tom. Susan deals with how the images will be used. She or Thom or Marla will give the person the image. But usually I’m also directly contacted by the person who wants the image. They’ll say we need an image that fits these requirements. If what we have fulfills the requirements, we send them off. If not, I usually make a new image. 

Q2: What are your main goals in your position? (How do you know you’re doing a good job? Who do you really need to please?)

What really matters to me is that the images look good, and that I get to look at them, and touch the artwork. That’s important. My job is pretty straightforward, there’s no magic behind it. For me the magic is just that, that I get to look at the artwork, touch it and handle it, even though that’s probably not the answer you wanted to hear!

Q: Who are the most important people for you to please?

Whoever requested the image. The institution as a body, there’s no one individual person. For me it’s the institution, however that may manifest itself. Whether it’s Thom, Marla, Susan, David, Jean, whoever. If they’re happy with it, then that’s fine. 

Q3: In general, users of the digital asset management system with either be creators of digital images of permanent collection objects, users of these digital images, or both. Which category best describes you? 

Everyone, I assume, will be using the system. Any one who wants a digital image. But for people like myself, and the new imaging specialist that we are hiring, we’ll be using the system everyday when we are creating images. So it’d be nice if the interface was fairly straightforward. 

Q: What does “Straightforward” mean to you?

User friendly, that’s what that means to me. That it is very clear and concise. I mean I know what data needs to be there, what metadata needs to be there, but what I’m dealing with at my end is not like the data about the data, I’m concerned strictly with the image. What’d I’d like is to be able to punch in a bunch of numbers associated to images, hit a button, and automatically associate the metadata with the images. But having to do them one at a time, which is more or less what we’ve had to do in the past for certain things, is just a waste of time. 

Q: Say a little bit more about that. Do you mean you’d like to batch a group of images based on image numbers, or pointers? And then hit a button and link the images to their metadata? And when it “comes together,” what does that mean to you?

It’s all visible on the screen, depending on how much metadata there is. If there’s a lot of metadata for a particular image then I guess there would be different pages. I don’t know who’s going to be inputting the metadata for this stuff, I know there’s a lot of it out there. For myself, I know that I’ll be bringing in the images. So I don’t have to be concerned with the metadata. If the metadata were already there, it’d be good. That raises an important question, who’s going to wait on who? I mean I work much quicker than [couldn’t understand] . . . 

Q: Would that be a goal of yours for the system, then, that you wouldn’t have to wait for other people to enter the metadata before processing the images? You could process the images, get them into the system, and move on to the next set of images. And if you’re done first and somebody else enters the metadata, then they’d see your images. If there’s metadata ahead of you, then when you create the image, you’d automatically see the metadata. Is that kind of how you envision it working? So, basically an asynchronous 

relationship between the images and metadata?

Exactly, that’d be really nice.

Q: Before we move on to the questions related to making images, I just want to be sure that you’re never a user of digital images, as well as a creator?

No, I’m not an end user of digital images. I deal with requests from end users, like I said before, from marketing or PR, or even from an artist who needs a digital image. They request a copy of the image, because they can’t pull it off the server. They don’t have permissions to see the images in the server directories. So if they see in EmbARK that an image exists they have to contact me, or Susan or Thom to get a copy. Usually the requests come in a big package that spells out who, what, when, and why they need the image.   

Q11: What percentage of your job is spent creating digital images of art objects?

Hopefully, a 100%.

Q12: Give three or four examples of why you create digital images of objects in the permanent collection? (Print material? Websites? Interactive multimedia? Documenting changes in the status of the object?)

The EmbARK system is the primary reason I create images. Occasionally I create images for for pre-press, for publication, but not very often. I also create images for AMICO. Sometimes for the SFMOMA Website. 

Q: What’s your sense of how images get created, if you’re not doing it?

It depends. With most of the early images that were created, when I just got here, nobody really had any ideas about what we were doing. From what I can tell, the first 3 months of images were not made with any standard, because they were all going to be used in house. It was just a thumbnail for reference, for accession meetings, or whatever. 

Q: But now if the Web department wants an image of a permanent collection object for the Website, would they always ask you, or would they sometimes make the image themselves?

Sometimes they create their own image. Painting and Sculpture has done a lot of that. The standards I’ve set now, is that everything is AMICO quality or better. Because after a couple of months I realized that if we’re going to send this image off, that it should be done right. Everyone’s going to think I made all of the images, so I want all the images to look good. I’m also an artist myself, and that’s how I feel about it. So, there are some images that people have done themselves even recently, that I’ve noticed with color bars on them, images that haven’t been color corrected, etc. The last few months, though, image quality has gotten much better, from everybody’s angle, because everyone is beginning to realize that there is a certain quality level that we need to be at. 

Q: So as far as far as your goals in creating images, it sound that you’re saying that it’s more important to you for the image quality to be high than it is to be able to process images quickly?

Both. I’d prefer the best and the fastest. . .  But I know in institutions of this size that there is a lot of redundancy. 

Q: What do you mean by redundancy?

Well, for instance, there are a lot of images for AMICO that we already sent last year. And then we sent them again, but nobody knew about it. And then there are situations where Education would shoot a bunch of stuff, and I would shoot a bunch of stuff, but we we’re not communicating with each other. Whoever is creating images, the level of quality that is involved in creating a digital image should be the same in all departments, and then maybe there should be a pool somewhere that indicates that this image is good, this image is bad. But we haven’t been doing this and that’s led to a lot of redundancy. 

Q: Is that still happening now?

Yes. 

Q14: How do you create images of permanent collection objects? What technology do you use? (Digital camera and/or scanner?) Q15: What processes do you follow when creating digital images of permanent collection objects? (Set number of steps, color correction, filters, etc.?, Make multiple versions? Save to CD or DVD?)

I use both scanners and digital cameras, and those processes are pretty straightforward. I usually scan everything, or image it at the maximum quality that the camera can handle. At the moment the camera we have now creates a 5.5 mb file. It’s a Nikon CoolPix 950, or 980? Soon, we’re getting a BetterLight system, which I believe will create 170 mb files.

Q: Have you used the BetterLight cameras?

Yea. We’re also going to get the newer version of the Nikon CoolPix and the image files will be 9 or 10 mb each, I think.

Q: So you’re not going to standardize on one camera?

It would be nice if everything would be done with the BetterLight, just because then we’d have really big image files. The downside is that the larger files take longer to process and to import into EmbARK. 

Q: Coming back to shooting the artwork. Do you only take one picture? Are you looking for one master shot? And for three dimensional objects, like sculptures, are you taking pictures of all sides?

Right, only one shot. With sculptures, we usually only shoot the front. And most of those were shot by Ben, who will probably continue to shoot larger objects as they come into the collection.

Q: It’s my understanding that the BetterLight cameras capture a certain amount of metadata about the image creation and then transfer that to a file. Have you worked with this feature?

I haven’t actually entered the data, but I’ve seen a number of demonstrations.

Q: Do you know what format the data is in? Is it a proprietary format?

I think it is proprietary. I think that you need the BetterLight software to read the metadata, but I could be mistaken. Their software sure looked a lot like Photoshop, which was probably their model. They have comments boxes you can add to the images. I think you can add up to 3,000 lines of text.

Q: Say a little bit more about what you do after you have the initial master image?

What I do is put it on my local hard drive. Then I process them all, which involves color correction, cropping, cleaning up problems like dust, or mats that are flaking apart, just basic Photoshop stuff. I do this on a Mac. Then I give them their accession number or temp id number, which I get from EmbARK or from the original image request. Then I put them on the server.

Q: How do you know when the image is good enough?

Pixel height, width and depth. For the color correction and stuff like that it’s objective up to a certain point, it’s all done my the numbers. This is your basic white point, this is your basic black point. But after that it can become pretty subjective because we get drifts in the lights, etc., that might cause a color shift, etc.. So we get it as close as we can but then at the end of the day I look at it and say, it looks good or it doesn’t.

Q16: How do you name your image files? Is there an explicit filename convention that you follow?  

I don’t name them, the files, the image itself is given an accession number. Is that what you’re talking about? For instance with AMICO [looking at a print out], these letters mean SFMOMA, this is our accession number, and then the file extension is TIF, which is what AMICO requested. So I put them in debabalizer and convert them into TIFs. 

Q: What format do you use for the master files?

Usually, they are in TIF. 

Q17: Are there explicit guidelines you follow for creating image files? Can we get a copy? (Who created guidelines?)

Not really. I’m sure there will be soon, because we’ve been talking about how we’re going to standardize this across the board. The whole idea now is that everybody is communicating back and forth, every thing is created at the same level.

Q: When you say everybody is communicating back and forth, who does that include?

That includes basically education, CIA, and . . .  I guess those are the only people that I’m aware of who are making images.

Q: What about the Web group?

Yea, that’s part of it, the Web development group in Interactive Education.

Q: I was wondering about the Web team that creates the SFMOMA site?

Oh, I’ve never met them. I didn’t even know they existed! I always thought it was the education people.

Q18: In what ways do you document the image creation process? What information do you record about how the images are created ? How do you record this information? (Word processing files? Database? Spreadsheets?)

Umm. I don’t really

Q: In what ways would you like to document the image creation process? I mean earlier you said that you thought other people would deal with the metadata. But we’re starting to think that there is a type of metadata that needs to be captured about the creation of the digital image, and that this metadata would most naturally be added by the people creating the images.  

There’s no way that I record that at the moment. If I were to record that data though there is are lot of things that I’d like to capture. There’d be a lot of check boxes to be marked off. 

When I put the images on the server, I put them in the electronic publications folders, which is where the larger files are kept. And that is how people know that they are good quality images. There is also the ID images folder, but images in there are garbage and should never leave the building. 

Q: When you create the digital master file, do you also create a set a standard derivatives? 

No, usually I only create one image. And once it is created it is put into EmbARK. Then if somebody else comes along and says, I need an copy of this image for the Web, then we make it from there. 

Q: How do you get images into EmbARK?

Well, there are different ways I do it depending on how big the file, or the folder is that it is going into. If the folder doesn’t have many images in it, I’ll just re-import the whole folder from EmbARK. What I’ll do is get on EmbARK, go to that folder where I just added images, and them re-import it into EmbARK so EmbARK can find it’s path back to those images.

Q: So EmbARK has a batch procedure for importing images? And does it depend on the accession number being in the filename?

Yes. And if that’s wrong, EmbARK doesn’t know what to do.

Q: In other words if the filename convention was changed and it didn’t use the accession number then you couldn’t use the batch import feature in EmbARK?

Right. I mean you could do it manually, one at a time.

Q: Does EmbARK care what the size or resolution of the images are? And is it part of the batch process to create the thumbnails that’s then embedded into the EmbARK record?

Yes, that’s how the thumbnail gets created. But no, EmbARK doesn’t care about the size of the image that is being processed. Right now, the images we’re using are relatively small, so there are no issues whatsoever, but the newer files are larger up to 75 mb for some of the AMICO files. And if you have a 75 mb image in EmbARK, and you click on it, it’ll take some time to display the image. 

Q: So Embark lets a user view the master image inside the EmbARK interface?

Yes, and it’ll let you zoom in on it. There’s also a nice feature that allows you to attach additional images as details. 

Q: Is there a way to indicate the proper viewing sequence of views of a complex image?

There might be, but I don’t think anybody is doing that. Typically, the way things are looked at here is that there is a main record, right, with whatever the accession number followed by A-C or whatever. Then there is an individual object record for each part. So 56271A-D would be one record. Then there’d be A, B, C, D. So for a piece with 4 parts, there’d be 5 records. There would be the main record, then there’d be 4 addition records for each piece. 

Q: In your workspace, you said you have both a Mac and a PC. Do you have access to EmbARK on one of these computers?

The PC has EmbARK. 

There’s something else, that I think makes a difference in terms of workflow. It’d be really nice to be able to have . . .  well, this happened a lot this time for AMICO. For instance, people would say, we have these images for AMICO that are going to go out and here’s the accession number. But when I photographed them some time ago we didn’t have an accession number, so they were named using the temp ID. Those two numbers need to communicate with each other, because that leads to big headaches. For more than half of the AMICO images, we already had surrogates created, but they were in under temp ids. What happens is that they give me a list of accession numbers, not temp ids. So I ended up having to redo a bunch of images. There should be a way to search for both accession numbers and temp ids. 

Q: Is it somebody’s responsibility to change the filename once there is an accession number?

No. Once there in, they’re in. The filename could be changed, but right now that’s not something that any of us do. 

Q: We forgot to talk about whether or not you document the workflow of creating the images. Do you document that?

Yes, I have to know where I’m at. There’s thousands and thousands of images. The only way for me to know whether or not I’ve actually created an image or not, is I kind of have a loose list of boxes used to store the images, and I have this piece of paper on my desk that has all the box numbers, there’s also an image access file on my hard drive that indicates by color whether or not all the images in that box have been done. Green means they are all done, red means something is wrong with that box. [Seumas: Sorry I don’t think I got this quite right. If you can clarify, I’d really appreciate it. /Thoreau]

Q23: Can we contact you, if we have follow-up questions? (Get phone and email)

357-4167. scoutts@sfmoma.org

Q24: Would you be interested in looking at and evaluating prototypes of the new digital asset management system?

Yea. I hope so, it’d be fun. 

