THE UNIVERSITY OF LOUISVILLE, EKSTROM LIBRARY, THE PHOTOGRAPHIC ARCHIVES

The University of Louisville is part of the Kentucky State University System.  We spoke with Andrew Anderson, Director of the Photographic Archives of the Ekstrom Library of the University of Louisville 
STAFFING

The photographic archive shares staff with another unit of the special collections division, the rare books collection. The joint staff includes 8 full time employees in addition to student assistants. The photographic archives is a bit bigger than the rare books division and uses perhaps more than half of the labor time allocated to the entire unit. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE ARCHIVE

The Archive holds 1.75 million photographic items, defined as prints, negatives, photographs, antique media and some manuscript materials.  The collection is restricted to photography and related supporting materials, and does not include illustrations, films or other types of images.  “All things that were born as photographs,” explains Anderson.  

The backbone of the collection is one million photographs and related supporting material donated to the University by Louisville’s leading commercial photographic firm, the Caufield & Shook Studio.  The donated collection covers the entire period of the firm’s existence, 1904-1978.

“They were the principal studio of the time and they photographed everything that people used to call a photographer to photograph,” says Anderson. “They photographed events, parades, weddings, christenings, that kind of thing.  They did product photography – construction in the city, the whisky industry, the tobacco industry, etc.  An example would be a large series of photographs for the Mengel Company.  At the time of the photographs they were the largest manufacturer of wooden boxes in the world, and also made furniture and wooden automobile bodies. The annual Kentucky Derby – they were the contract photographers for the Derby.”

In addition to the Caufield and Shook collection, the Archive holds the personal papers of   Roy E. Striker. “Mr. Striker directed the biggest documentary photo project ever undertaken,” says Anderson.  “He directed the massive documentary projects of the Farm Security Administration (a sub agency of the Department of Agriculture in the Roosevelt Administration) from 1933--1943.”  The photos themselves from this collection are in the Library of Congress. Louisville also holds the complete photo archive of Striker’s documentary work done for the Standard Oil Company of New Jersey from 1943 to 1951.  

“Both (Striker-directed projects) are in effect cultural studies of the United States  They photograph ordinary people and ordinary life,” says Anderson, who explains that:  “The Farm Security Administration needed to document rural poverty in the United States,    although the scope of the photo collection was broadened in later years.  The Standard Oil collection was based on the same basic idea of presenting ordinary people going about their lives, in this case a documentation of how ordinary people living ordinary lives are affected in some way by oil.  The concern was to document the effect of oil: one of the mottoes of the project was: ‘there’s a little drop of oil in every life.’” 

The Archive houses a third project directed by Striker.  Anderson considers the project of lesser significance than the other two but says it presents a nonetheless formidable example of early industrial photography.  It is a collection of photographs taken for the Jones & Loughlin Steel Company.  “It’s more what we now call industrial photography – plants, operations, personnel,” says Anderson. “When the Standard Oil photographers photographed a person in a Standard Oil facility they also followed him home and photographed his house, his wife and his kids while the Jones and Loughlin photographers never really left the facilities themselves,” says Anderson, explaining one of the differences between the two collections.

DIGITIZATION STRATEGY

The Archive has digitized 3 gigabytes of information or about 20,000 photographs in its collection, mostly on demand for end users.  The Archive has put some of its smaller collections online, but its major collections are not online, and the Archive does not distribute any images directly from its website or depository. At this time, photos cannot be pulled down from the website for a fee.  Nonetheless, requests for images often come in from text book publishers and local and national news organizations and magazines.

Anderson hopes to develop a digital distribution capability: 
“They are stored (digitally) but they are not available online at present though we are currently processing a grant to change that.  Our intention is to have much more of the collection available online.”

The Archive uses Epson and Microtek flat bed scanners, dedicated for the photography collection and housed in the Archive.
“We use the Microteks for stuff that is larger than 8.5 x 11 and they are great for that and we use the Epsons for up to 8.5x 11 and they are great for that.”   Scans are done at 600 dpi and standard storage is at 600 dpi though higher resolution scans are available upon request.

RELATIONS WITH COMMERCIAL DISTRIBUTORS

Anderson says that the Archive has had “feelers” from commercial distributors of photographs but he says that: “We are a public institution and they (the distributors) really want to deal with commercial suppliers.  Our status as a public institution means that any user of the photographs must indemnify us from third parties and distributors must indemnify us.  But the commercial distributors want the holder of the photographs to indemnify the distributors from suits from third parties. However, our photographs have not been shot for commercial purposes so we can’t assume responsibility for uses that someone else might make.”

COPYRIGHT

“We hold copyright to most of the collection; the gift agreement we have signed with most of the major donors gives us the copyright.” 

SHOWS

“We have 4 exhibitions per year.  We have our own gallery here.  The hours are 10-4 Monday through Friday and until 8 in the evening on Thursdays.”

DIGITIZATION EQUIPMENT AND SOFTWARE WISH LIST

The Archive recently won a grant to help it defray the costs of equipment and software for digitization.  Anderson has a long wish list of needs for equipment and software.  When asked what kind of equipment he would like to have, he responded: “A large server on which to store and offer up the images; a redundant array of storage drives connected to that server and the networking architecture to make all that work together. And what is now being called digital asset management software which allows for the creation of records and the posting of materials on the web and so forth.”

VIEWS ON DIGITAL ASSET MANAGEMENT SOFTWARE

Anderson was particularly anxious to acquire a form of the digital asset management software he cites above. 
“They are specifically developed for photo libraries or other kinds of libraries storing digital representations of holdings. There are great gains in time and efficiency (when a library uses them) – the record structures are all worked out;   you can work from their templates or create your own. The records are all standardized and it all on the server.” 

Content DM was the digital asset management software preferred by Anderson.

“The annual price – it is somewhat steep – the software that we particularly like has an entry level license that allows you to store and record 10,000 object and we are going in at the next level to store 50,000 objects and the price is $20,000 (a onetime licensing fee) and the annual fees for the maintenance of the system are much lower -- $3,000 to $4,000.”

“It has an advantage for academic libraries in that OCLC, the vendor, converts the records that you create on the system to US MARC which is the standard for the interchange of library information.”

Anderson has also considered competitive products Luna Insight and Exlibris’ Digitool. He also noted that there were some interesting open source alternatives.

“There are a couple of open source packages which have greater or lesser functionality but you have to be a good deal more of a computer whiz than we are in order to install and maintain them properly, although there are user groups that support these packages.  But in the end, we didn’t really consider those.” 

“There are also a number of home grown systems around the country. I really like and -- I am not sure you would call this home grown -- I like what the Western States Digital Project has done. It is from the consortium CARL, and I go in through the portal at the Denver Public Library (to get to the site).

It is more what they have done with their records than the images themselves.  You can see alternative views of the records. You can see it in their display view of you can see it in MARC the actual MARC record – and you can get to some of their Dublin Core records.  

I think they had grant money at least for the photographs part of it.  It is a good example of what searching online for photographic images can be. What I really like most about it is that you can access all of their background information on the project – all the standards they used, information on the processes of capturing the digital images and of doing the metadata, how the various committees worked, and they even have equipment lists.

For someone like me and for the people below me who will be working on the project; they have done a lot of work and documented it in a lot of detail.  A good many sites could adopt what they have done wholesale and save themselves a lot of that background work.” 

PLANS FOR THE FUTURE 

“We have a reference desk here which serves patrons here on site or by phone or fax and we want to continue to improve that service, and produce new finding aids and improve training of staff” 

