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Assignment 3: Digitization Proposal for Everson 

 

Background 

 

The Everson Museum of Art has only existed in its present location since 1968, but its 

history goes back to the late 19
th

 century as the Syracuse Museum of Fine Arts. The second 

museum director made two pivotal decisions for the direction of the museum early in its 

development: one led to the Everson becoming the first museum to exclusively seek out 

American art; the other led to its long-term commitment to ceramics (History). 

Today the Everson has over 11,000 objects in their permanent collection, including 

paintings, sculptures, and ceramics, as well as the largest video art collection in the world. It 

established the Ceramic Nationals exhibition series in 1932 in memory of Adelaide Robineau, 

whose ceramic works were the foundation of their collection (Permanent Collection). 

The museum holds a prominent place in collections of both American artwork and 

ceramics, and this history could be more readily expressed and displayed if the supporting 

records were more usable. Digitization would also improve the museum’s relationship with 

scholars and researchers by offering better access to its resources. 

 

The Collection 

 

 In the basement level of the Everson are the administrative offices, a large ceramics 

collection, a small library, and, most relevant to this assignment, the Ceramic Nationals archive. 

The archive itself is a crowded, closet-like room. One wall is lined with shelves upon which are 

boxes containing the museum’s documents and catalogs related to Ceramic Nationals. Each box 

is labeled by the years it spans and numbers of exhibits (e.g. #1-12 1932-1947). They contain 

catalogs published by the museum chronicling the displayed ceramics and information about the 

artists, other pertinent documents, and photographs scattered throughout. There is also a 

collection of slides and, for some, their duplicates, with detailed views of ceramics. Some slides 

have organized in a specialized drawer, but there is also just a box lid full that has been around 

since the last time they moved and re-ordered the archive. They also have a couple of file 



cabinets containing the entry cards of everyone who ever applied to be exhibited in the Ceramic 

Nationals and another set of just those who were accepted. 

 Aside from the exhibition materials, there is a shelf of rare ceramics-related books which 

are kept here rather than the library so that they can be better secured. One last box is labeled 

“History of Everson 1896-1977” and contains scrapbooks of newspaper clippings, photographs, 

etc. relating to the museum which were assembled by some Syracuse residents and donated to 

the museum. 

 

Users 

 The collection is mostly used by authors or scholars who are looking for material relating 

to ceramics, American art, or the participants in the Ceramic Nationals themselves, many of 

whom are now internationally acclaimed. There is no research staff for the museum, and they 

have only a part-time librarian who comes in twice a week. The locked room has limited access 

and workspace is nonexistent, so any inquirers must make an appointment to be let in and then 

supervised while they examine a box’s contents in the library space around the corner. 

 

Benefits of Digitization 

 

To the Museum 

 At present, the archive’s level of description and organization is limited to chronology 

and there is not a more detailed finding aid available. Senior Curator Debora Ryan commented 

that sometimes researchers seemed more familiar with what they had in the collection than the 

museum staff. If digitized and sufficient metadata were added, museum staff would actually 

know what was in the archive and could then use that information to advise researchers who 

wish to come in as to whether the museum even has what they seek.  

Also, if there is a computer linked to the database available for the researchers who do 

come, museum staff will not have to supervise the handling of the materials and thus save their 

time for other efforts. Such a database would help to reduce the redundancy of the materials. As 

mentioned previously, there are duplicate slides in the collection and of the entry cards filed, the 

museum has no need to retain those of rejected artists. There are further documents in the office 

of the registrar that would complement the archives. If the collection were digitized, it would be 

easy to find and reconcile the overlapping documents. Alternately, if they decided to hang on to 



the past 20 years of entry cards, they could dispose of the physical copies while retaining some 

low resolution images of them. 

Lastly there is the advantage of preservation. The collection could be safely perused, 

including the historic scrapbook, without any damage to the originals while ensuring the museum 

can maintain that record. The slides and photographs in the collection would particularly benefit 

from digitization in this regard. 

 

To the Users 

 Once again, a digitized and searchable collection would make researchers’ efforts to find 

relevant information much more efficient. If the digitized collection could be posted online, they 

would no longer be required to travel to the Everson (or Syracuse, or New York) to view the 

collection at all, depending on their subject of research. If they were to visit the museum, they 

would not be limited to the schedules of the museum staff and could work more freely, without 

supervision. 

 Potential users in the form of both researchers as well as museum staff could be 

convinced to more readily reference the collection if access were simpler and desired 

information were easier to find. With an online digital collection, scholars who would otherwise 

be unable to work out a visit to the physical museum could still use the collection. 

 

Concerns 

 Resources pose the biggest challenge to the digitization project: who will actually do the 

digitization and time-consuming cataloguing, and where will the money come from to support 

the effort. It was over ten years ago that the archive last underwent any kind of professional 

organization, and that only happened due to a limited grant they received. The curator also 

expressed some reservations about using interns to carry out the project, believing that a 

constantly changing workforce would create inconsistencies in the formatting and metadata of 

the materials. 

 Since a good part of the collection contains photographs of artists’ ceramic sculptures, 

there may also be copyright problems to investigate. The museum does possess a number of the 

depicted ceramics in its collection and probably took many or most of the pictures, but if they 

ever wanted to move the digitized works online, there could be digital publication rights to be 

cleared. The collection would not be very useful if large, significant portions had to be redacted. 



 

Criteria 

 

 Prioritizing 

 The most important items to be digitized are those most at risk at being lost or irreparably 

damaged. The historical scrapbook has photographs and, worse, newspaper just glued into its 

pages. None of the photographs in the scrapbook or the box files have archival paper protecting 

them from their neighboring documents’ acidity. Also, the slides are a fairly volatile storage 

medium, more prone to degradation than even photographs. 

 Paper documents, especially those present in multiple copies like many issues of the 

Ceramic Nationals catalogs, are not a very high priority so long as they remain stored in a cool, 

dry place. Even if the pages yellow, they will still be completely usable and minor aesthetic 

variations can be edited out of the digital version. 

 

 Selection 

 Foremost, the items that cannot be digitized must be determined, e.g. the rare books for 

which the museum does not own the copyrights or would be too unwieldy to satisfactorily 

digitize with limited resources. 

 Again, the fragility of the items in the collection must be considered. Those that seem at 

risk for not remaining in optimal form for an extended period of time are more in need of 

digitization than more stable media. 

 Finally, the items which are frequently accessed, particularly by non-local researchers, 

need to be determined. This may take additional determination time but would be easy enough to 

note by the supervising librarian when documents are pulled from the archive.  

 

Conclusion 

 A digitization project for these materials would greatly benefit both the museum staff as 

well as the researchers who need to view the archive records for their own projects while saving 

time for everyone. Their records would also be preserved for future use. A clearer, more easily-

accessed record of the Ceramic Nationals and the museum’s place in it could be used to further 

the museum’s reputation, as well as help publicize the museum’s collections.  
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