Susan Backman

Imaging Coordinator, Collection Information and Access

At SFMOMA 3 years

Interviewed by Thoreau Lovell 2/5/01 

(Had to abbreviate interview, she only had 20 minutes)

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

My role is to distribute images of the permanent collection to other users inside the museum. As of now, I am also handling external requests for reproductions. In the past this has been part of a rights and reproductions position dealing with copyright issues and use of images. Soon the intellectual property manager David Sturtevant will do this, I believe. What I have been doing is distributing mostly analog surrogates, 4x5 transparencies and black and white photographs. So when requests come in for repros, I arrange to send the surrogate, or I coordinate new photography of the work, if it doesn’t exist. Basically, I’ll either send those requests for new photographs to Seumas who uses a digital camera, or I’ll hire a photographer to document the work in transparency form. If we have a transparency I’ll double check the permissions and then deliver it. That’s something, the permissions, that would be great to have in the new database. Right now I use a Filemaker database and a set of index cards with contacts for artists or permission clearing houses like VAGA or Artist Rights Society. The new information is in Filemaker, the older on index cards. I think a lot of this stuff has been moved into Filemaker, but I don’t have an up to date list of contacts. ISS is responsible for supporting the DB. Alise (in Interactive Education) also keeps track of this stuff using the MSOMA database. We would love to consolidate these databases, this was a goal of ours with Jim Randal as the mediator, but that didn’t happen before he left. And now you guys are here. 

[In a follow-up email Susan added: 

Currently 90% of requests are for analog reproductions (transparencies or b/w prints). However our web-based activities require mostly digital assets or they scan our slides, transparencies, prints. It is cheaper to use our in-house digital person and camera to document rather than hire outside traditional photographers.]

Q: What will you be doing as Image Coordinator?

As image coordinator I’ll be in charge of documenting, or coordinating the documenting of every object that’s in the permanent collection. There’s a chance I might start coordinating requests for installation views. But up to now Marcelene Trujillo has hired photographers to make installation views of exhibitions, and I have dealt primarily with the permanent collection. My main goal in this new position will be to assess the needs and to determine what is most important to document.

[In a follow-up email Susan added:

I also set up a make-shift photo studio until we have a real on-site fully-equipped facility in order to shoot artwork. I organize and participate in the safe movement of artwork and assist the photographer in the photo shoot.  It's important to keep an up-to-date archive/photo library, watch for color shifts, deterioration, and off-gassing of materials. Be sure information is accurate on labels.  During art rotations or exhibitions of permanent collections there is the opportunity to photograph much art which has been in storage. This is when we can document complicated installation pieces and multi-media work.]

Q: How do you assess whether or not an object has been documented? Do you use EmbARK?

Yes, I actually create the surrogate records in embark. And also, right now, if I see that there is an accession meeting coming up, I’ll initiate a conversation with the curators about what images already exist from the gallery or whoever the vendor may have been. If there is an image, that’s wonderful, then I’ll assess the quality of that to see whether we can use it or not. 

Q: In the future do you also want to coordinate making digital surrogates?

Yes, there is a move in that direction, to purchase new digital equipment, so I think that the main part of the collection will be documented digitally. 

Q: When you say documented, what do you mean?

That there are images made of the artworks. There’ll be various levels of quality of images. For publication purposes we’ll need the highest quality. In that sense the transparency will still be necessary because across the board for outside requesters they still need analog. I’m not really sure if we’ll be doing both analog and digital, or if we’ll go mostly digital and make the analog if they are needed. 

Q: What are you most excited about in your new position?

I’ll be focusing just on the photographing of the collection, I’ll be more focused, which I’m looking forward to. I think this will make everything more streamlined, that’s the image I have of it, of having this wonderful database that will have all this great content plugged in. 

Q: Do you have the sense that there is a need for this inside the museum?

Oh, definitely, right now we have so many departments working independently and crying out for having these images and related metadata accessible to them. We also need ways to track what we have.

Q5: Do you usually work with these images alone or with others. If with others, give a few examples describing who you have worked with and how you shared the images?

Kind of both. Once they are made I’ll examine them to see that they match the original artwork and I’ll see if they are made in a way that will work for publications and graphic design or public relations. 

[In a follow-up email, Susan added:

As we mentioned, sharing information/images is important. having the tools for staff to search for images in logical ways by subject, artist, medium will lighten everyone's load while giving broader access.]

Q: Do you think there needs to be a way to alert users to the fact that new images have been created and are ready to be used?

Yes, and what we’ve done, what Marla has done, has been to give the departments that use images access to EmbARK, so they can see what surrogates are available, and they can call me and say this is what we need. It would also be great to have some kind of built in request form that also tracks the images as I deliver them. Maybe even tracks the cost that is associated with the use of it. If we have to make an analog surrogate I’d like to be able to track the cost of making it. 

Q: What else would you like to track?

Let’s see, the number of times a work is used, the publications they are used in. Right now, I’d just like to know who’s using the images and what their uses are. Then I’d be able to check with the Intellectual Property manager to see if those uses were okay. 

[After turning the tape recorder off.] 

Many people just ask me if a surrogate (digital or analog) exists, because they don’t have access to EmbARK in their offices, and besides EmbARK is too complicated for their needs. They could really use something like www.thinker.org.

