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Introduction

Behind the floor-to-ceiling glass wall that separates his
book-filled office from the administrative spaces, Rudolf
Frieling, Curator of Media Arts at the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA), still entertains a little
viewing station with a DVD and VHS player, connected to a
1990s CRT monitor. The colorfully cabled setup is a
remnant of a time when artists and galleries sent VHS
viewing copies directly to curators to promote their works.
For curators, such a setup provided a practical and
necessary portal to accessing their collection. Single-
channel video works could easily be viewed or previewed in
this way. However, more complex video installations are not
as accessible. For instance, to stage Christian Marclay’s
immersive four-channel installation Video Quartet (2002) for
Frieling in 2012, media technicians at SFMOMA had to set
up four synchronized DVD players and four monitors—the
installation art’'s cumbersome equivalent of pulling out the
wire mesh art screen that houses a painting in storage. The
four-channel video projection consists of a myriad of found
footage segments and is, in and of itself, a musical
composition, with the four channels of the work coming
together like four different instruments playing in unison.
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Fig. 1. Christian Marclay, Video Quartet, 2002 (installation
view), SFMOMA Collection.

Gift of the artist and the Paula Cooper Gallery;
commissioned by the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
and Musee d’Art Moderne Grand-Duc Jean, Luxembourg,
with the generous support of the James Family Foundation.
Image copyright Christian Marclay.

Like looking at only one panel or sheet comprising a
quadriptych, watching each video channel separately will not
reveal the work. This somewhat on-the-nose example
illustrates the inherent challenge that contemporary art
installations—and media installations in particular—pose for
institutions at every step of the way: the works only come
into existence when installed, and the states of existence
can be variable. This paper is an experience-based case
study of SFMOMA'’s adoption of the MediaWiki platform as a
documentation tool to help represent the aboutness of
contemporary art through reimagined, open-ended object
records that can accommodate differing degrees of
variability in art, and for which collaboration among
individuals and teams is key.

A Commitment to Collaboration

The variable nature of complex media installations has far-
reaching consequences for access, documentation, display,
and experience. Shifting degrees of variability in a work’s
display (sometimes stipulated, sometimes by necessity,
sometimes by circumstance) create a series of iterations
(“manifestations”) that over time allow the essence of the
work (“score”) to emerge.[1] Furthermore, this inherent
variability requires museum professionals, in our roles as
stewards, to transform our mindset and practices, so that

rather than taking the approach of preventing change in
works, we are actively managing change, even deliberately 2/2 1
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allowing change to happen, and engaging the artist’s
participation in this process. In this new role, documentation
has become a central effort and practice in the preservation
of and access to contemporary art, as evidenced by early
media preservation initiatives such as the Variable Media
Network, Matters in Media Art, and the DOCAM Research
Alliance (Documentation of the Media Arts Heritage), all of
which address and promote new forms of
documentation.[2] Today the

Guggenheim'’s Iteration and Identity Reports have become
standard models for documenting media art installations and
have been adopted by most large

institutions.[3] Experiments with more comprehensive,
cross-disciplinary forms of documentation have surfaced in
recent years, with Web-based projects like The
Rauschenberg Research Project (2014) and The Artist
Archives Project (2016—ongoing) providing a deep dive into
one artist’s oeuvre.[4]Most promising and ambitious may be
the Andrew W. Mellon-funded project ResearchSpace, a
platform that utilizes Linked Data to create multi-authored
knowledge graphs.[5] What all these documentation projects
have in common is an underlying commitment to
collaborative practice, which for media art in particular has
long been identified as an indispensable ingredient to
collections stewardship.

A commitment to collaborative practice also underpins
everyday workflows at SFMOMA, enabling a robust culture
of interdisciplinary partnerships across multiple departments
to take hold. Especially for media artworks, this commitment
can be traced back to the early 1990s. The museum’s Media
Arts department, founded in 1987, was one of the first of its
kind in the United States. In 1992, when its collecting of
media artworks reached a pivotal point, Jill Sterrett, former
Director of Collections, formed a small working group—
appropriately named Team Media—consisting of a media
technician, a registrar, and herself. Realizing that there were
no established methods at the time for stewarding these
works—Ilet alone a media conservator on staff—the group
began approaching challenges as a team, setting forth a
way of working that has continued into the present. Today,
Team Media brings together over a dozen colleagues from
the curatorial, conservation, exhibitions technical,
registration, information technology, and collections
information departments, with external specialists joining as
regular guests. Media artworks, with their various materials,
issues, and needs, rely on collaboration in stewardship
among a diverse group of people. Working across
disciplines, Team Media fills gaps in information and
extends our collective knowledge of individual artworks as
well as art practices. This cross-departmental methodology
leads to two results: 1) knowledge is dispersed horizontally,
leading to a deeper understanding of a colleague’s tasks
and information needs, as well as a more synergistic system
which encourages increased productivity and confidence;
and 2) through continuously practicing collaboration, the
edges of professional positions begin to blur and a de-siloing
of roles takes shape. Knitting a robust support structure
within the institution in this way creates a democratic climate
that allows for gracious, trusted, and frank dialogue.[6]
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With several years of experience stewarding a media art
collection in a collaborative work environment, Sterrett has
reflected on the ways that variability in contemporary
artworks drives museums to shift their practice and has
urged contemporary art institutions to lean into the
“uncomfortably open-ended” territory that comes with
acquiring, loaning, exhibiting, and caring for these works of
art.[7] Making this shift depends on fostering interdisciplinary
and cross-departmental collaboration; creating physical
spaces where complex installations can be staged and
studied (spaces such as studios, labs, or mock-up
galleries);[8] and developing full forms of documentation to
adequately capture the essence, the nature, and the history
of these works as they change over time. Furthermore, such
a foundational shift in institutional operations needs to be
supported by technology that is designed with the same
underlying commitment for collaborative ways of working
and bolsters museums in documenting the different forms of
existence taken by these iterative works. A technological
platform of this caliber needs to be a place to capture
knowledge from every quarter and spur further research as
knowledge is being explored; it needs to be a portal of
access and experience for the entire museum staff and
external researchers or partners alike. The needs of
contemporary artworks and their caretakers go beyond the
technological platforms commonly and historically used by
museums in documenting objects in their collections. In
other words, it may be necessary to reimagine the object
record.

Fig. 2. A cross-departmental team examines works on paper
by artist Vija Celmins at SFMOMA in 2017.

Looking Back: Framing the Challenge

A collections management system (CMS) is a familiar and
common tool for art museum professionals to contribute,
find, and distribute information related to art and artists. For
most museums, their CMS is seen as the system of record
for collection and exhibition information. A fundamental

expectation is that a CMS should assist us with activities at 4 / 2 1
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the heart of managing collections (e.g., acquisitions,
conservation, research, exhibitions, publications) and should
absorb the manifold types of information generated,
gathered, and used in the course of those activities. In our
experience, many of the well-established, vendor-based
collections management systems marketed to museums
over the past thirty years have inadequately supported the
full range of documentation and knowledge production
happening in art museums today.[9]While CMSs can work
well in certain areas—such as in helping staff track and
report on a work’s history of acquisition, valuation,
movement, exhibition, and publication—many commonly
used systems fall short of supporting the information needs
of museums managing complex, conceptual, or cumulative
contemporary artworks.[10] We have found that complex
works often “defy traditional categories”[11] used by
museums in CMSs designed to systematically represent
more traditional art forms, such as paintings, drawings, and
photographs. The result is that we have been
(unsuccessfully) forcing information about complex works
into systems that have imposed boundaries on artwork
representations, and this can influence how we experience
and understand complex works. As Vivian van Saaze
describes in the acquisition case study of No Ghost Just a
Shell, cataloguing the work within a CMS’s limited capability
“transforms the acquisition and will have an effect on the
artwork’s future career.”[12] Media artworks are particularly
challenging for CMSs to represent adequately in object
records, given that these works can have different analog,
digital, or virtual components of many variations and
statuses, may have evolving iterations or varying instances,
and—most simplest—media artworks may have more than
one location at the same time for the exact same digital
object. In addition, the level of complexity that often comes
with such artworks makes cross-disciplinary, co-authored
documentation and its contextualization essential, given that
comprehensively managing and documenting change in
complex works relies on a multitude of perspectives.

Adding to the conundrum, many widely used CMSs lag
behind in areas of usability, interface design, interoperability,
flexibility, and mobility. For example, only within the last few
years have we seen vendors of these systems develop
browser-based versions, and many of the largest vendors
have only recently provided API services.[13]

Generally, museums may be reluctant to move away from
their established systems to new systems because of the
anticipated costs and the real and imagined levels of
difficulty involved in making that change.[14] For SFMOMA
this meant using the same CMS for over twenty-five years.
That said, we have long recognized the need to take greater
control over this situation, in support of our contemporary art
collection and collaborative practices. A decade ago, for
example, we partnered with a user experience design firm to
develop a conceptual framework for collaborative knowledge
production in museums, and this framework has offered
guiding principles in our search for systems that can support
the needs of contemporary art and its caretakers.[15] The
framework articulated objectives for an ideal information

system, among them: a) encourage knowledge capture from
many perspectives and contexts, and b) create an 5 / 2 1




experience that people will like and want to use. Simply put,
good user experience and interface design are fundamental
to encouraging and supporting a collaborative, multi-voice
approach to art documentation and knowledge production.
In lieu thereof, poorly designed or otherwise unlikable,
frictional legacy systems (whether digital or analog) can
compel individuals to find workarounds and/or to stop using
these systems altogether, resulting in hidden or lost
information about artworks.

The Framework
f By improving experiences,

we encourage all
1 L , audiences to participate in

the collaborative activities
of stewarding new and
traditional art forms.

' e

FRAMENCRK ©218 HOT STUIO, INC.

Fig. 3. Conceptual framework (detail) summarizing
connections between art, activities, and experiences with
information systems.

Comparable to museums of similar size, SFMOMA'’s ever-
accumulating constellations of art documentation are
distributed among the collections management system, a
digital asset management system, our library and archive,
and hardcopy object files maintained for decades by
curatorial and collections departments. With one folder per
artwork, the hardcopy object files are a micro-constellation
of art documentation and have endured as a resource
because of their ease of use. These object files contain
printed copies of correspondence, contracts, installation
instructions, and select publications related to the
artwork.[16] Further complicating our art documentation
constellations, individuals and departments have maintained
separate hardcopy folders for artworks and are compiling (if
not managing) digital files—including email—on discrete
active or archived network drives, with varying degrees of

overlap.[17]

While a certain level of redundancy helps protect information
from being lost, the unnecessary repetition and siloing of
information hinders collaborative processes, overly
complicates workflows, and can result in confusion over
which system is the system of record for particular pieces of
information. Rather than attempting to identify a single,
catch-all system into which to force every piece of art
information (such as into our decades-old collections

management system), SFMOMA began exploring avenues 6/2 1
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for collating activity-based information informed by our
conceptual framework. An initial attempt was made in 2011
with the development of a so-called preservation dossier,
having the dual aim of expanding on and uniting the
hardcopy object file systems historically kept by individuals
and departments for preservation-related activities and
attempting to address gaps in contemporary art
documentation experienced with collections management
systems.

For the 2011 effort, we used a small number of artwork test
cases to explore making dossiers in the form of physical
binders comprising tabs or sections designed to be
universally applicable to any artwork in the collection:
Curatorial Description, Technical Narrative,[18] Installation
Documents, Preservation Requirements, Artist Interviews,
Correspondence, Exhibitions and Loans, and Contracts. As
noted, documenting artworks benefits tremendously from a
collaborative approach. Multi-perspective, interdisciplinary
contributions add a broader array of considerations and
experiences when updating art records in response to new
events in the lifecycle of an artwork, such as the installation
of a new iteration of the work within an exhibition. With the
preservation dossiers, the idea was for staff in different
departments to populate this new record system by simply
printing out two copies of a document—such as a copy of a
work’s installation instructions or the transcript from an artist
interview—and file one copy in their home department’s
filing system and the second copy in the respective tab of
the dossier. This system allowed for capturing and
combining a diverse set of information from different
disciplines into a common art record, which in the past
remained dispersed among departmental files, and/or was
difficult to place contextually in our collections management
system.

Conceptually, the dossier exploration succeeded in helping
staff visualize and organize constellations of information into
active, multi-authored object records. In this exploration, the
preservation dossiers remained analog, living as binders on
a shelf in the Conservation department, making these
records too far out of reach to be easily accessible. We
heard from staff that the effort of printing and filing two
copies of documents was too cumbersome. The paper-
based dossier system also proved to be a mismatch for
making records of media art installations. With their gallery-
filling, immersive environments and time-based components,
these installations are a challenge in and of themselves to
document—a challenge which evades documentation
systems limited to textual descriptions, still images, and
analog diagrams. Through advances in affordable
technologies, video and sound recordings have increasingly
become a fixture in documenting media artworks, exposing
a big gap in the dossier’s functionality. With its punched
paper nature and plastic tab dividers, and despite its
conceptualization as a combinatorial object record, the
analog binder system lacked access, dissemination, and
reproducibility possibilities, and was truly impeded by its
medium. After a few months of testing, it became clear that
the dossier system was not sustainable or adequate. The

next logical step was to take this documentation model into
the digital realm. 7/2 1




SFMOMA'’s MediaWiki: Activating a Portal into
Digital Object Records

Set up in 2012 by software consultant Mark Hellar on a
small server on SFMOMA'’s internal network, a somewhat
rogue experiment was launched: was it possible to transform
the analog binder system with its universal structure and
collaborative setup onto a digital platform and thereby curtail
the siloing of information into discrete departmental files as
well as address the shortcomings of collections
management systems around documenting contemporary
art? This new experiment centered on making an SFMOMA
instance of the free and open source software MediaWiki
and testing it as an artwork documentation and access
system.

SFMOMA Media Wiki

Welcome!

Fig. 4. Homepage of SFMOMA’s MediaWiki after its design
overhaul in 2016.

MediaWiki was initially released in 2002 as the underlying
wiki engine for the online encyclopedia Wikipedia.[19] The
software is a fundamental part of the larger Wikimedia
universe, which aims to “use the collaborative power of the
Internet, and the wiki concept, to create and share free
knowledge of all kinds.”[20] It uses a relational database
back end with a page structured front end. This page
structure allows for information to be presented in an easy-
to-read, contextualized manner. Page entries in
MediaWiki—such as for people, places, and things—are
fully text-searchable, and pages of similar type can be
grouped together by category. For example, in the early
stages of our MediaWiki experiment we used categories like
artwork, artist, exhibition, and interview to distinguish and
sort categorizations commonly used by museums. The
platform can host various media, ranging from images to
PDFs to audio and video files, and the MediaWiki API allows
other systems to easily interact with it.[21] An active user
community and a network of developers are continuously
expanding MediaWiki’s capabilities; for example, in 2016 the
community published a so-called extension providing

support for 3D renderings of CAD files.[22] To contribute or 8/2 1
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edit content in the MediaWiki, individuals log in with their
user names, and a platform-integrated version control tracks
every edit, supporting collaborative and research-based
record-making. While other wiki platforms such as
Confluence[23] come in a frustration-free plug-and-play
installation package, we decided that the flexibilities and
possibilities offered by the open source, locally designable
MediaWiki[24] platform outweighed the initial, though
ultimately confining, one-size-fits-all simplicity of proprietary
systems.[25]

The scope and structure of our preservation dossiers was
the point of departure in designing SFMOMA’s MediaWiki.
We began by creating pages for artworks, and while there
was some desire to carry forward a structure similar to that
used with our dossiers into the MediaWiki artwork pages,
there also was an appeal to allowing a certain freedom in
customizing the representation of artworks.[26] This
permission for messiness conceptually jibed with artworks
that are variable in nature and often defy traditional museum
cataloguing and classification.[27]
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Ameican (San Ratas), bom 1985
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Tae Video Quartet
Yo 2002

Description  four-channel video projecton, color, with sound, 13 min.
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Accesson
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Video s o

Curatorial Description . ... NN OuER

Commissioned in 2001, this four-channel video projection presents an intricate
montage of fim fragments showing people playing instruments, singing, o performing
actions that generate noise (knocking on a door, for exampie). The projections are

1o produce a in which the previously unrelated
performers piay together — a recontextuakzation that supersedes the actors’ original,
fictional context. In this instance, in addition to being a composer, the artist becomes
the conductor of a multilayered auditory and visual sculpture, thus offering a unique
blend of experiences of recorded time. Constructing a coherent narative (with music as
a theme or purpose) out of found objects, images, or sounds is at the core of Marclay's
Greative process. From reassembled LP fragments to juxtaposed record covers, from
remixes to montages, the artist engages the matarials o Produce new forms and thus.
new meanings. While he may appropriate fragments of other artists’ work to create his
own, Marclay tends 1o consider this process a form of collaboration

How Christian Marciay created the utmate
gtal mosaic, The New Yorker,

Technical Narrative ...

The work is a four-channel video projection. The four video channels need 10 be synchronized and visually amanged in a way that
the final credits can run across all four screens continuously.

Components ..

4 synchronized video files

Exhibitions . w

+ 2012, Video Quartet
Cantor Arts Center Nov 14, 2012 - Feb 10,2013

Across a bank of four screens, Maria Callas, Jimi Hendrix, Marilyn Monroe and scores of other musicians and actors make
0me kind of s0und, seemingly in response 1o each other—much ke players in a musical ensemble. This is Christian
Marclay's “Video Quartet.” a publicly and critically acclaimed 14-minute DVD projection, on view November 14 through
February 10 at the Cantor Arts Center at Stanford University.

Christian Marciay, bom in San Rafasl, Calfornia, is a 57-year-okd Swiss-American who has enthalled the art community for
years with his musical, sculptural and video collage work. He has performed or recardad with Sonic Youth, Kronos Quartet
and Merce Cunningham. His preces are in the permanent collections of the San Francisco Museurn of Modern Ar. the
Museum of Modern Art, the Whitney Museum of American Art and the Centre Pompidou. In 2011, he was recognized as
the best artistin the Venice Biennale, winning the Golden Lion for his 24-hour, real-time synchronized video collage, “The
Clock.”

Marclay created “Video Quartet™ on a home computer, using an off-the-shelf editing/composing program. He sampiled
more than 700 Hollywood, animated or other fims—first scroling through thousands —to collect footage of peopie singing
playing instruments, tap dancing, knocking on doors or somehow making noise. He then choreographed the snippets into
an entirely new, flowing narrative. His governing impulse as an artist, he has said, is to take what people find familiar and
create a new experience.

Indeed, Connie Wo, the John & Jil Freidenrich Director of the Cantor Arts Center, says she's never seen anything iike

“Video Quartet.” “It's absolutely mesmerizing. You're lulled into this enchanting world of beautiful music and favorite fims.
‘and remarkable pairings of actors and musicians. You won't want 10 Jeave.”

The work is on loan from the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. The work s a gift of the artist and the Paula Cooper
Gallery. commissioned by the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art and Musée d'Art Moderne Grand-Duc Jean.
Luxembourg with the generous support of the James Family Foundation

This exhibition is made possible at Stanford by the Contemporary Collectors Circle, the Chumeck Fund, and Cantor Arts
Center Members.

Anna Koster

Installation ... ] 0/2 ]
Room Requirements | e sesee
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Fig. 5. View of the Video Quartet artwork page on
SFMOMA'’s MediaWiki documentation platform.

Over time, our MediaWiki moved from its experimental state
to being an accepted destination for information not
previously nor satisfactorily captured by our other systems,
and for information that benefited from the contextualized,
combinatorial presentation of the wiki page. Conservators
provide installation instructions and treatment
considerations; media technicians upload floor plans and
enter equipment lists; curators appreciate the ease of
access to their collection and contribute rich descriptions of
works and exhibition histories contextualized with images;
and registrars use the information to prepare outgoing loans.
Digital viewing copies of artworks and other videos are
embedded and linked via the museum’s digital asset
management system (DAMS) by digital asset managers. All
players contribute to an iteration’s decision-making section
inspired by the Guggenheim’s Iteration Report, and the wiki
platform’s version control tracks exactly who has contributed
what. We stress tested the MediaWiki while engaged in our
Mellon-funded Artist Initiative program (2014-2019), a
program that supported SFMOMA staff in engaging
collaboratively with living artists and working cross-
departmentally in collections stewardship and research
activities. The program provided the museum’s staff with
additional resources and content around which to test and
review possibilities for documenting complex, variable
works.

In particular, the Artist Initiative team’s collaboration in
2016-2018, with artist Julia Scher around her

work Predictive Engineering, pressed us to examine—with
the artist—the structure of the MediaWiki as a home for
documentation and information about Predictive
Engineering that is generated by different disciplines around
the museum.[28] This examination resulted in expanded
artwork pages in the MediaWiki, including a research section
containing information on conferences, artist residencies,
secondary sources, related artworks, and museum visitor
responses to the works. In fact, so many new sections of
information had been added to the MediaWiki that the
design of the artwork page needed to be revised to continue
making it easy to contribute and view contextualized artwork
information. This evolution was an ostensive example of two
things: 1) how a multitude of voices can lead to richer, more
complex, and arguably more comprehensive artwork
records; and 2) the intrinsic relationship of functionality and
design, and how one could not be tackled without the other.

Documenting an artwork is an active process, and this is
reflected in our open-ended records, which are never
considered finished. As artworks evolve over time, so does
the institution’s relationship with them. By taking an
inquisitive approach to art documentation and leaving space
for uncertainty, we are giving the artworks room to live and
expand. While this may be “uncomfortably open-ended,” the
consequences of the opposite would be a far greater
disservice: trying to lock down something that has a fluid

existence. In the process of accumulating a micro-
constellation of information around an artwork in our I I 2 I




MediaWiki records, we are consciously choosing what we
deem relevant or useful to our needs as stewards and
researchers of the work. The MediaWiki is a visible example
of this editing process. Rather than a collection

of allinformation, of all images, we pick and curate
information (including from our systems of record), placing it
into an art-life context as works are activated for events such
as staging, research, and exhibition.

and ibiti supporting hnology @ SFMOMA 2019

web content CISELTE other content project

collection API relationship
management management management
management

digital asset collection data collection library archives records
it

image license diawiki T EieERET artist materials AV licensing
database mediawiis 9 database database

Fig. 6. SFMOMA'’s art information ecosystem as it appeared
in 2019.

On its own, MediaWiki simply presents pages of
contextualized information (text, images, videos, documents)
readable by people but not machines. To take better
advantage of the abundant data flowing throughout the
pages, Linked Data could be utilized, which would allow
people and machines to query, read, and exchange
structured data compiled in the MediaWiki with data in other
systems. Linked Data is a way of modeling data
semantically so that relationships and descriptors between
subjects (such as a person) and objects (such as an
artwork) are stated explicitly; for example, one can state that
Christian Marclay HasCreated an artwork,

which HasTheTitle Video Quartet and

which WasCreatedInTheYear 2002.[29] In expressing the
relationships between subjects and objects, a Linked Data
model encourages a semantically connected universe of
knowledge that can be understood and used by people and
machines.[30]

With MediaWiki as a starting point, there are two ways of
expressing such semantic connectivity through Linked Data:
WikiBase and Semantic MediaWiki (SMW). WikiBase is the
underlying software used by the very active WikiData
repository, running as a separate application as of this
writing. Semantic MediaWiki, on the other hand, is an
extension to MediaWiki, which, once installed, integrates
with MediaWiki. After some consideration, SFMOMA
decided that SMW was an easy way into Linked Data and
would be perfect to use in an initial exploration of semantic
statements within our existing MediaWiki. We were also
attracted to SMW’s PageForms extension, which can be
used to design beautiful forms for easy data entry. Through
an accompanying template, entered data is automatically
transformed into semantic statements.

12/21
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We are at the very beginning of exploring the adoption of
SMW into our MediaWiki instance. Our initial data model for
use with SMW is more akin to the WikiData model[31] than
to the more complex, event-based model of CIDOC-
CRM.[32]While we can forecast numerous possibilities for
connecting our future Linked Data to external applications—
such as the work-in-progress Linked Art initiative[33] or the
aforementioned WikiData repository—our prototyping of
SMW has demonstrated its value to supporting and
improving internal museum workflows. This prototyping is
taking our use of MediaWiki into territory beyond making
pages for artworks, artists, and exhibitions. As an example,
we are exploring use of SMW functionality to help staff
monitor our art acquisition workflow; that is, to help staff
track and see the status of an artwork as it moves through
the various stages of being a proposed acquisition to being
acquired into the collection. Additionally, we will be
incorporating use of SMW into an ongoing, cross-
departmental survey of SFMOMA'’s media artworks, which
allows us to create a living, dynamic status report of the
condition of the museum’s entire media art holdings via the
MediaWiki.[34]

Looking Forward: Iterating on Our Art
Information Ecosystem

SFMOMA has been making significant changes to its art
information ecosystem with the adoption of a new collections
management system in 2020. After a months-long discovery
project in 2019, led by a cross-departmental team of
stakeholders, SFMOMA selected a new, more
contemporary, Web-based collections management system
with a native API to replace its aging, decades-old, server-
based CMS. The team evaluated systems and vendors
against objectives articulated in our conceptual framework
for collaborative knowledge production, including the clear-
sighted objective of creating an experience that people will
like and want to use. Our experience with the MediaWiki
informed our evaluation, in that we needed to see that
vendors and their products could support our collaborative
work around making and using active, multi-voice object
records. The cross-departmental team has since engaged
extensively with the selected vendor to workshop and test a
new art information model to use with the new collections
management system. Modeling information about complex,
conceptual, or cumulative contemporary artworks for
placement in the new CMS has proven effortful and
clarifying, and has further validated the distinctive place of
the MediaWiki as a good workspace for contextualizing
cross-disciplinary, co-authored object records. Simply
adding data elements used in our MediaWiki to the new
CMS'’s data model is not enough to simulate the capability
for contextualization offered by the MediaWiki. The wiki
platform has a support structure not yet seen or available in
collections management systems, including our new CMS; a
support structure that allows us to clearly represent the
different forms of existence iterative artworks can undergo
each time they are installed and, importantly, a structure that
supports the collaborative assembly of contextualized
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information, documentation, and dialogues into digital object
records in support of research and collections care.

After seven years of experimenting, testing, and improving,
SFMOMA remains committed to situating the MediaWiki in
our art information ecosystem for the foreseeable future. To
be clear, SFMOMA’s MediaWiki is a complementary
workspace within a cluster of systems used daily to care for
our collections. Fundamentally, we are aiming for frictionless
integration into our ways of working collaboratively with art
and artists, and that means better integrations between the
new CMS, our digital asset management system, and the
MediaWiki.[35] By integration, we mean syncing select data
and assets between systems using APls, as well as striving
for similar user experiences with system access, protocols,
and support. Central to this integrated ecosystem effort, we
must clarify for staff where to contribute information and
documentation so that it can be well managed in a system of
record. For example, the CMS is the system of record for
core and historical data about artworks and exhibitions; the
DAMS is the system of record for assets related to art,
artists, and exhibitions. We are acutely aware that we need
to be careful not to create isolated constellations of art
information in any one of these systems. We imagine an art
information ecosystem in which our systems of records are
integrated, not fragmented, so that information is easily
exchanged between systems and data repositories—inside
and outside the institution—and so that we can build digital
object records in the MediaWiki by easily selecting,
remixing, and contextualizing information, without individuals
having to manually add copies of the same information in
different places.
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Fig. 7. View of the artwork page form in the MediaWiki,
which allows tracking media survey data and accession
status. All entries are converted into semantic statements
upon saving, which can be retrieved via semantic query.

Over years of developing our MediaWiki, we have multiplied
our pathways for working collaboratively and inclusively by
inviting external experts, artists, and partners to contribute
their knowledge or experiences with artworks to the
MediaWiki. Now, as we imagine an information ecosystem
integrable with data repositories beyond the walls of
SFMOMA, and as we implement systems capable of
natively supporting Linked Data—such as our MediaWiki—
our intention will be to ultimately offer as much artwork-
related data as possible as Linked Open Data. It is
anticipated that adopting an open data approach will
likewise encourage us to import Linked Data sets from other
external sources, such as WikiData or other museums and
research partners, into systems like our MediaWiki (or
someday even our CMS), thereby enriching our internal
records and exposing new ways of looking at our collection,
as well as inspiring use of our data by many others, likely in
unexpected ways. Easily bringing in and turning out Linked
Data is a functionality not yet seen with major CMSs
marketed to museums. Incorporating Linked Data into our
MediaWiki design could serve to demonstrate to the CMS
vendor community the possibilities afforded to knowledge
production when data is linked.

Conclusion: It's Open-ended

Our MediaWiki began in 2012 as an experiment born out of
frustration with the inadequacies of widely used collections
management systems to capture the nature and evolution of
complex artworks. In our experience in the intervening
years, the MediaWiki has proven to be an invaluable and
satisfying workspace for individuals to collaborate on
creating active digital records for artworks. For
contemporary art installations that come into existence only
when fully installed—such as Marclay’s Video Quartet—
these digital records can serve as stand-ins for what has
passed and a springboard to managing the changes to
come. In this case study, we have situated the MediaWiki
within SFMOMA’s larger art information ecosystem, where it
has filled gaps in functionality and capabilities not yet seen
in systems marketed to museums: functionality such as the
easy adoption of Linked Data and capabilities such as the
freedom to record and contextualize clear expressions of
artwork iterations.

The MediaWiki is distinctive within our information
ecosystem in that it provides individuals and teams with a
likable space for making inclusive, multi-voiced
combinatorial records for documenting, researching, and
activating artworks. While the MediaWiki has been very well
received by SFMOMA staff, the challenges of keeping it
lively are similar to other digital environs. Like our other

information systems, the success of the MediaWiki as a 1 6/2 1




satisfying support structure for our work with contemporary
art depends largely on its active use. In our experience, the
MediaWiki and, for that matter, contemporary art, needs
individuals and teams with different expertise and
experiences to contribute or link information and
experiences to digital object records. In our view, individuals
are more likely to collaborate in making digital object records
when they respect the expertise, experiences, and voices of
their collaborators; when they see the direct value that
participating in record-making has to their work; and when
they like and trust the design and daily operation of the
system.

The MediaWiki has encouraged and supported our
institutional shift to being comfortable and confident in
managing the open-ended nature of artworks and art
practices that change. Like these artworks, the trajectory of
our engagement with MediaWiki is open-ended and is
dependent on cross-disciplinary, interdepartmental
collaboration and participation in developing reimagined
digital object records, which can be extended outside the
boundaries of the institution and connect with a world of
resources and people beyond it.
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