
Good morning. The MoMA Archives has been very busy this past year and before I begin my main presentation I want to shamelessly 
promote two particular activities that have taken up our time. 
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The first is an exhibition drawn almost entirely from the MoMA PS1 Archives detailing the first twenty-five years in the history of that 
groundbreaking enterprise. Historical records were removed from the PS1 school building in 2008 and this is the first time any of these 
records have returned to it. With over 300 items, this is also the largest exhibition ever of materials from the MoMA Archives. 
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Just this week, the show made it into New York Magazine’s “Approval Matrix” in the “Highbrow/Brilliant” quadrant. You can see it there 
just above Stephen Colbert and the women of Game of Thrones, so I guess it’s doing pretty well. The show opened April 9th and runs 
until September 10th, so if you’re in New York in the next month please stop by. 
 

3 



Secondly, on October 11th in Paris an unprecedented exhibition of masterworks from MoMA’s collection will go on view at the 
Foundation Luis Vuitton. Surveying acquisitions from the full breadth of MoMA’s history, the exhibition will also include 200 items from 
the MoMA Archives. This show is a landmark moment of curatorial and archival cooperation at MoMA, showcasing how the exhibition of 
institutional records can enhance and inform the display of modern art. And every member of the Archives also contributed text to the 
exhibition catalogue—a pretty unique experience for us. See that show too if you happen to swing by Paris this fall! 
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But now to my main topic.  
  
Since 2014 I have been leading a team to process MoMA exhibition records and to create an index of exhibitions, artists, and curators. 
The first phase ended in 2016 and covered the years 1929 through 1989. The index we built fueled the new historical exhibition pages 
published last year to widespread notice. Now we are engaged in a new three-year project, to process records from 1990 through 2000 
and to extend our exhibition index across that time period. I’ll tell you more about how we created the index, but I want also to raise  
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questions about what the future of this index might be, how this data might interact with other data sets, and what 
environments might be most hospitable for this type of information. 
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To begin the index, I constructed a database in Microsoft Access and pre-loaded it not only with archive’s exhibition records, but also a 
download of all the artist constituents in the Museum’s collection management system. Much of the indexing data entry was done by 
interns. This was only possible by creating an easy-to-use interface for data entry, writing extensive guidelines, and simplifying the 
workflow as much as possible. 
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Here’s a quick view of the main index interface. Drop-down menus of artist and curator names were used to minimize actual typing and 
reduce errors. 
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Compiling the index was also assisted by our decision to scan so-called “master checklists” and match our exhibition records to 
thousands of online press releases. Those scans would have a very large additional benefit for researchers and public users when we put 
them online. Everything, including our archival description of the physical records, was linked in the index database to the exhibition 
record.  
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So theoretically we could link to all these digital resources and artist pages from our finding aid, or fully integrate our archival description 
on the main exhibition web pages. And here you can see a view of our preliminary finding aid with links to those resources which has 
now been replaced by a single link to the exhibition web page. 
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I also wanted to ensure that the index data could be linkable to other datasets should the possibility arise. I maintained CEMS constituent 
and exhibition IDs. This proved critical to later work. I was intent also on trying to add authority IDs such as VIAF and ULAN identifiers. 
MoMA’s digital team wasn’t aware of VIAF authorities, and our CEMS department had never any need to connect to outside authorities 
for our collection records. So to see if I could, and to help demonstrate the utility of these IDs, I used the software OpenRefine to add 
VIAF IDs to about 5000 artist records, and I used other free tools to pull in an additional 3000 Wiki data Qids based on those VIAF IDs. 
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Even though we were committing significant work hours to this index, we actually didn’t know how or whether we could 
effectively present it on the web. When MoMA’s digital media department learned of our work however, they realized it 
could be a centerpiece of their newly received mandate to radically expand and enrich the Museum’s website, moma.org. 
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Firstly, the digital team began pushing more artists and works out to the web. In doing so they used the VIAF IDs in the index to grab 
ULAN identifiers, and by linking artists pages to the Getty’s website and to Wikipedia, MoMA provided extra content for the user while 
also raising our profile in Google results. 
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For deployment to the web, our index data had to be imported back into CEMS. The Museum’s CEMS department was able to get help 
directly from the vendor to get that done, but it was made much simpler by the identifiers we had retained in our index at the start. 
Checklist and press release scans went into the Museum’s DAM, along with exhibition metadata from our index. And using that metadata 
the PDFs were connected from the DAM to exhibition records in CEMS. 
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Here you can see a sample record of a scanned checklist in the DAM, with our index metadata appended. 
  
[Click] 
And here, at the bottom, is how these pdfs are attached to exhibition records in our CEMS.  
  
As you may imagine, this process required close collaboration among several departments: the Archives, the DAM administrators, the  
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CEMS administrators, and the digital media team. It was indeed a team effort, though I like to think the Archives led the 
way. More importantly, this was the first time the Archives took responsibility for historical exhibition data in our collection 
management system and on the web site, involving us more closely in some key museum systems. 
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The new exhibition pages launched in September 2016 featuring our index data and master checklist and press release scans. Separately, 
MoMA’s digital team had scanned all of MoMA’s catalogues to place on these pages. And very importantly, all of our historical installation 
images were linked to each exhibition page. Our installation images had been digitized and available internally for years, separate from 
our current exhibition project work; now they were much more accessible. So the archives had provided not only most of the content for 
these pages, but also the interconnectivity that made it effective. 
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By the launch of the exhibition index, MoMA’s web team had already placed all of MoMA’s public collection data on Github. Now the 
exhibition data went up too and is freely and easily available to anyone who wants to make use of it.  
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The index has already proven its utility to MoMA in providing content for the web and a structure to that content that encourages 
browsing and exploration. But as we complete this work in the next year or two I am curious as to what can further be done with it. I 
wonder how it might be expanded and possibly merged with similar indexes from other organizations, how it might be made more useful 
to researchers, and how it can further serve to interconnect data and digital resources across the web. 
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For instance, in the next two months we will be integrating the entirety of MoMA PS1 historical exhibitions into the MoMA exhibition 
pages. This data was compiled during my processing of the MoMA PS1 Archives between 2008 and 2012 and in some ways was used as 
the model for the current exhibition index. While very useful, we were only able to publish it online in static HTML pages that were 
difficult to edit or update.  
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Once the integration is complete, we will be able to easily and systematically explore the activity of artists occurring between the two 
institutions. To just take one example, Dennis Oppenheim frequently appeared at PS1 in the 1970s, but unlike many such artists, he also 
exhibited regularly at MoMA. 
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But why stop just with PS1? The New Museum has a fantastic dataset that powers their archive. If that data were accessible we could mix 
it in with ours.  
The non-profit art spaces White Columns and the Kitchen similarly have their history described and parsed. So let’s pull that in as well.  
The Brooklyn Museum also has extensive exhibition resources linked to its exhibition history archive. If we integrated their data with the 
rest, what patterns or parallels might appear? And how much more data would be necessary before we could start seeing the real shape 
of institutional art activity in New York City across the decades? 
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How cool would it be if we could click on a decade and see month by month, year by year, what exhibitions were on view in New York, 
who was in them, and see links to available archival resources for the shows and the artists and curators? (I think it’d be really cool.) 
  
What is the number of data sets we need to make this a really robust tool? Where is the boundary between institutions that should be 
included and those that may not need be? In other words, if we were to build it, where could we start, and where and when might we 
have enough data for a minimal viable product? 
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I wonder also as to where this could happen. Last year our digital media team and library techs uploaded MoMA artwork records to the 
Digital Public Library of America. Now that each exhibition has its own web page, there are plans to send those records to DPLA, though 
it’s still unclear how the interconnectedness might function in that environment. 
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Likewise, I have dreamt of this index existing within an environment like Daniel Pitti’s Social Networks and Archival Contexts. Where each 
exhibition record can itself provide a link to archival descriptions and related digital resources, while providing new ways to discover 
artists and their available archival material around the world. But exhibitions are neither people, families, or organizations, so I don’t 
know if this data can fit within an EAC-CPF structure. 
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Or perhaps it requires a stand-alone portal. MoMA commissioned this test project, linked from our exhibition pages, which gives us a 
small glimpse into what a more focused interface might look like and how we might be more proactive in promoting investigative paths 
into the data. 
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To conclude: In recent years Museums have focused on publishing and promoting collection data online, while the context for those 
objects, the story of how they were amassed and displayed, has remained less visible. For modern art museums and others, an indexed 
exhibition history can be a valuable tool for telling the Museum’s story online, for providing a framework to access our digital resources 
and to further expose and exploit our archival records.  But the index can also be a way to share and interconnect our history with other 
institutions, for contextualizing the museum itself in a community of organizations and individuals, and for beginning to illustrate exactly 
what we mean when we talk about an art world. 
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Thank you, and I look forward to your questions. 
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