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Q: We are creating a digital asset management system that will consist of three components: 1) the content (images and information about the images), 2) a system for creating and managing this content (database, user interface, technical specifications) and 3) storage (where the content lives, both for local access and long-term preservation). 

Is the system going to accommodate the growing collection of digital assets that are not part of the permanent collection? Will there be a way to store information about exhibitions?

Right now both of those are off the table, we are only focusing on digitizing objects in the permanent collection.

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

My title is Senior Producer, Interactive Educational Technologies. I’ve been working at SFMOMA for almost 2 years. I was originally hired as project manager for Making Sense of Modern Art. When I came in we put together an RFP to kick the MSOMA project into high gear, this allowed us to put together a production team that works to develop digital assets, text-based content, and other content, whether that’s animation, activities, and QuickTime movies. We also built, with Idea Integration, a Web-based authoring tool that creates Flash presentations using these materials. MSOMA uses objects in the permanent collection as points of departure and then we immediately go out into the world for other material. For instance, if we’re using Robert Rauschenberg’s “Tire Print Painting,” which is owned by the museum, we’ll go get images of other works by Rauschenberg that are owned by other institution, we may also get works by John Cage, Jasper Johns, etc. Se we end up developing digital assets and data about those assets that go well beyond works in the permanent collection. 

Q: When you digitize objects in the permanent collection, do those images get fed back into EmbARK?

We don’t have a system yet for feeding images back into EmbARK.

Q: Isn’t there a batch procedure for this built into EmbARK?

Not that I’m aware of. Tim, our Production Manger, might know about that. But I manage the whole process: content development, as well as production of images, and the design and development of the software tools that we use. So I’m working on a lot of fronts and don’t necessarily know all of the details about EmbARK. We are concerned about being able to feed back into the system and there have been some preliminary efforts in that direction. I should say, that our system is built using a Filemaker Pro database, into which we manually import basic metadata from EmbARK. That data is then read into a SQL Server database which is accessed by the authoring tool. 

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?)

My real goal is education. It’s about creating interfaces for the public to interact with the artwork that go beyond and support the experience in the gallery. Go beyond in the sense of putting content on the Web. Go beyond by creating a lot of additional context for the work. Lots of what we do is similar to what the people talking about digital preservation call, “forensic evidence,” except we are not usually dealing with digital art. My goal is to really provide a lot of context for understanding art and the educational experience that people can have with that. 

A lot of our time and energy right now is spent on digitization and on getting images. We have a list of  places inside the museum that we check when we are looking for a surrogate of an image, even an image of something in the permanent collection. We check Graphic Study, to see if Thom has an image. We go to Registration to see if Susan has an image. We check PR and Publications. We go to a curatorial associate who we know has worked with an image, and any curator who has had a history of working with the piece or the artist. We also go to anyone else we can think of who has written about the image. 

Q: Would you prefer to get a digital or analog surrogate?

At this point we are setup to digitize so we’re usually looking for a transparency. But we would use a digital surrogate, if the quality was good enough. 

Q: Who do you really need to please in your position?

I think I’m trying to please the public. I really want our group to be more and more about interface, both in the technical sense of the word—a computer interface—and in the broader sense of the term—how people “interface” with artwork and what that can mean to them. So whether it’s a Web interface, or working on new delivery systems, such as the Handheld project and the SmART Tables we are working on for this spring, it all comes down to creating better interfaces for the public to experience art. 

Q: Who do you need to please inside the museum?

We’re able to be pretty autonomous. John Weber, who is the head of Education, is a full curator. He curates shows and also produces educational programs. So we don’t have a subsidiary role, we didn’t grow out of a core of volunteers. Education has always been on pretty good footing. I mean there is a perception that we are chaotic and disorganized, but the fact is that we tend to produce good work, and people generally like it, and want to highlight it when discussing the mission of the museum. There is real support for interactive work. At this point Interactive Education Technologies makes up half of the entire education department. There is some fear about that, that we will take over! Because our budgetary needs are so much higher than Education has traditionally required. 

Q: Does most of your funding come from the museum, or do you also get external funding?

We do get quite a bit of external funding. We just received a very significant challenge grant from the NEH to fund digital projects in general. That is essentially what is funding Sam’s imaging infrastructure. Our projects focus on the museum’s external interface, it’s contact with the public, but the need to really deal with digitizing the collection we can’t take on. MSOMA has been funded by the NEA, the Getty Trust Foundation, and corporate sponsors. It’s a pretty easy sell, they see it is as a pretty cool project. 

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? 

I see myself and half of our team as users, the other half are creators. 

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?

Our use of digital media is usually collaborative. We’re not just dealing with images, we’re also making QuickTime movies, animations, Flash presentations, audio tracks, etc. Once the media has been processed and has been imported into the authoring tool our whole team can access the media and the metadata. We’re also always sending media to other developers, either using FTP or on CDs. 

Q: If there was a way you could designate sets of images to make accessible to the different groups you collaborate with, would that be of interest?

Yes, definitely. We do something like that now with EmbARK, which allows us to create sets of objects, or portfolios, for each project. And then we import the data about them into our database and work with them there.

Q: One thing that came up when I talked to Seumas, the imaging specialist in the collections department, is that the final images he creates and moves to the server live in a locked down directory that only a few people can access. If somebody wants to use an image they have to go through him, or Susan, or Thom. Are you using that same directory space for your images?

We’re not using that same directory space. Our directories are much more open, and after they go through the batch process all of our images are also available on the FTP site. So we can let our people access the images directly. In order to get the images that Seumas has, we have to go through him and it’s unclear how long that process takes. We did just get a bunch of images out, but it was unclear when we would, how we would, or if we would. 

Q: What exactly is the process for requesting images from Seumas?

We prepare a list that goes to Thom and Susan, with as much EmbARK information that we have-- what pieces have transparencies versus those that indicate a jpg exists. 

Q: How do you use EmbARK to figure that information out?

To tell you the truth, Deena really does it. Deena and Tim have definitely been the ones dealing with Susan and Thom. My level of involvement is saying how are we doing on the 50 images that we need for this show, where are we? What I tend to know is that they are going to follow through on everything that Susan and Thom can deal with. Deena then comes back to me with the items that they can’t find images for and I help fortify her arguments for why something needs to be shot, that in fact it’s in painting storage, and it will be easy to shoot. And then I trouble shoot what are the totally problematic things. A lot of times we have to deal with the artist studio, which can be horrifiably embarrassing when you have to say to them that we don’t even have an image of what is in our permanent collection. It’s really not a good feeling. 

Q: It sounds like there is no standardized procedure for requesting images or for notifying you how long it will take to deliver a surrogate or to shoot an artwork if it needs it. 

Right. And Deena is really persistent in following though. The truth is that there are junctures where they really ask us what we need. But it’s also true that we don’t always know exactly what we need, we don’t want to say we need 250 images, when we really know it’s going to be more like 75, but we’re still playing around with developing content. There is part of our process, because we are developing full content, not just a individual images, that requires a little breathing room. Because after we start to work on a project we may decide at the last moment that we want to make a movie and we want to try whenever we can to go back to the permanent collection, instead of going out, but that means that there’s always going to be a little give and take. A definitive list of images from us is almost never possible.

Q: Can you think of a better way to handle getting access to permanent collection images?

I guess my vision for it is that images are really way more accessible, that looking and seeing what there is, is way more accessible, but that we have a responsibility to report back what we have used. 

Q: It sounds like you’re envisioning a system that would quickly show you what images were available,  ask you to fill out a simple form indicating what you were using and what for, and then let you copy what you needed without passing through a gatekeeper for every request.

Right. 

Q: So a lot of the issue here comes down to restricted access to the image directories?

Yea. 

Q: But if there was only an analog surrogate you’d still need to send a request to Susan?

Yea, but that goes pretty fast, though, because she just pulls the transparency and sends it to us. And that, to my mind, is less worrisome because then we know we’re going to be the ones to digitize it so we know what the quality will be. Whereas with digital surrogates you never know. For instance, EmbARK ID images are never going to work for us, and whether or not they have something better than that is always a little unclear. Generally we know that if it’s a photography image that we’ll probably be alright, since a lot of photography has been digitized. Besides photography images we don’t tend to use in as large a format because there isn’t a lot of like brushwork or really deataily stuff that you’re trying to see. So, in requesting digital assets a lot of things fall into this gray area where we’re not really sure what we’re going to get back. Obviously, it seems to me, that this kind of process, now that they are focusing on it, is going to improve. And if we can get this to a place that we know if an image was created after a certain date, the image quality is going to work for us, it would be great. 

Q: The idea is to create specifications that would become the institutional standard and to make them accessible to the various groups inside the museum who are creating digital assets, so that it would be much easier for everyone to create quality images. And to create a new directory structure that would allow easier access, both storing and retrieving images  . . . 

We very much want to put the media we create back into a shared system. And we want PR, Publications, Curatorial to be able to put there stuff into a shared system too. That would be great.

Q: We’re talking about having a centralized process, not processing. So everything doesn’t have to be created by Collections.

I think then the question is, what else goes with it besides the literal image metadata. We’re interested in being able to contribute other information as well, like where it was published. I think you’d want to know that an image was used in Making Sense of Modern Art, so you could go to those resources as well. Right now we don’t have any way to feed back text or any of the other content that we create. Ultimately, we need to do that; short term if we could at least be noting that it was published in Making Sense versus published in catalog “X”. I think that would be useful for everybody. 

Q: I interviewed Susan Backman, and she also wanted to know who’s using what images, for what purposes, where have they been published, etc. 

Cause you have a responsibility to the artist. And pretty soon you have to deal with copyright too, which is a huge thing that we’re really looking forward to a better system to help us deal with. 

Q: How do you deal with rights issues now? When I talked to Susan Backman, she said she sometimes goes to Alice, who is on your staff, when she has right’s questions, and other times she uses a Filemaker database that someone else created. This seems like another example of redundancy. 

Well, again, we have to deal with rights for all the artwork that we use that is not part of the permanent collection. We also didn’t really know what the situation was, even for the permanent collection, because we needed to ask for rights for a particular use: to be produced in a digital form. We definitely think that a lot of that stuff could be cleared in a general way. A lot of different groups inside the museum deal with rights questions. The store deals with it, PR deals with it, Curatorial at times deals with it. It seems to me that everyone deals with rights separately and differently. And a lot of this could get cleared in one fell swoop, which would greatly reduce our workload. So we definitely hope that the new IP guy in the Collection department will come up with ways for dealing with rights that will include securing digital use rights. We also contact so many people that we should be using the standard procedure and we might be able to secure rights for other uses in the museum as well. 

Q: What do you think the minimum solution to the rights question would be?

I think there should be a centralized system, more than just a combination of our database and Susan’s, that we could get information out of and add information too. Our database is not very functional when it comes to rights management. 

Q: We’ll see how much of this we can address, but it may have to wait for this new guy to take the lead. 

We’re not doing any work on our database right now beyond the minimum to get it to work with the authoring tool. Because we think that this new system that you’re creating might address some of the problems that we have with our database.

Q: What would you like to see in the new system? What do you think the new system should address, that’s currently being done in the MSOMA database?

We’d love to be able to eliminate having to deal with creating images of objects in the permanent collection, so that we could focus on tracking down images in the outside world. And then, definitely we’d like to be able to feed that media back so that we feel that we are making an institutional contribution, which we don’t feel now. I mean we are making a contribution in the sense that we’re doing the public side, but we’re not in the sense of recording for posterity for the institution the content and media that we’ve created. We have a treasure trove of amazing things and people should be able to see those things. A video clip that we create is not a permanent collection object, but it relates to a permanent collection object and people should be able to see it beyond the specific presentation we use it in, they should be able to get to the raw video file. There’s also the right’s issues we were just talking about. If the new system could help us manage the relationships with the rights holders. The other thing is shepherding what we do, that is understanding that what we create is a collection itself, and providing access to and preservation of that material. 

Q: Do you have any involvement with the AMICO process?

I am a little ashamed of my lack of involvement there. Alise is the one who goes to the meetings. But I think we’re really behind in terms of getting those materials to Marla. A large part of the reason for this is that there is no way to deal with the data flow. We desperately want to get the things that we create to AMICO, and AMICO desperately needs media, but they couldn’t tell us what fields or information that they needed to go with the media, and that seems like a shame. This may already have been resolved, but I don’t think so. We may have to do things better in our database as well. We might need to do a better job of relating AV media to artworks. So there’s work to do on our side as well. 

Q: Is anyone else at SFMOMA creating AV media materials? 

I don’t think so. Well, actually, I think the Web manager is starting to create rich media for a show called Revelatory Landscapes, and I think that some media was also created around the 010101 show. 

Q: Tell me a little bit more about the Web department.

Well, it’s totally unresolved. Right now it’s one person, Julie, and a consulting producer and it’s without a home. It’s something that Sam and I are trying to get together to work on. Right now, Julie’s office is over here with us, which is an effort to start to work together, even though we don’t officially. Her bosses are in the Publications and Marketing. 

Q: Anything else you want to talk about?

I think we’ve covered it. We’d love to loose some of our responsibility for digitalization and rights so that we could focus more on interpretation and interfacing with the public. And then we’d like to be able to contribute back to the museum what we do. 

Well there is also the needs around dealing with images that are exhibition-based, but not necessarily in the permanent collection. Lots of us have to deal with exhibition images, Interactive Education, PR, Curatorial and lots of times those pieces do become part of the permanent collection. My biggest concern is thinking too narrowly about the permanent collection. Yes, it is the focus of the stewardship mission of the museum, but exhibition is also a huge part of the mission. And that’s also institutional history as well, that we are not capturing. Maybe it can’t be a huge part of CIA’s digitization effort, but there should be a way to bring exhibition information into the system, even if it is only lists of objects exhibited that include pointers to images if they exist. 

One more thing to add is the importance of capturing information about objects not in the collection, that will never be in the collection, but that are related to objects in the collection. That’s such a large part of how we add context. It makes sense that we’d still be responsible for digitizing this stuff when we needed it, but there should be some way to add it into the central database system. 

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

Sure. You have my phone number and email, right.

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

No problem.

