CORNELL UNIVERSITY’ KNIGHT VISUAL RESOURCES CENTER

A DESCRIPTION OF THE KNIGHT VISUAL RESOURCES CENTER

The Knight Visual Resources Center is essentially an academic support unit that mostly but not exclusively supports the instructional efforts of Cornell University’s college of architecture, art and planning, but also serving other units of the University, such as the departments of classics, history, music and theater arts, among others.  We spoke with Margaret Webster, Director of the Knight Visual Resources Center of Cornell University.  

Knight offers a slide collection of about 450,000 thirty five millimeter images, as well as a growing collection of about 17,000  “digital images that support the curriculum,” and which are, according to Webster, “made available to faculty members for teaching and they are also placed on web study pages.”

The visual resources facility was founded in 1877.  Since its inception and until 1950 it was part of the Cornell University Library; in the 1950’s it was spun off as a separate entity.  In the 1950’s the University consolidated its libraries into a central system and the college faculty wanted the visual resources facility to remain under their purview.  “Since it directly supported the curriculum that is not an unusual decision,” explains Webster, noting further that about half of all such collections in colleges nationwide are administratively distinct from the central academic library and not directly controlled by it.  Generally, such units are controlled by the art department but in Cornell’s case the unit is considered a university-wide resource.

Although Knight is administratively distinct from the Cornell University Library, it works closely with it. “We have one project that we are dong right now – they are digitizing a collection of slides of the architecture of India. It is a collection that was photographed by a faculty member and the library is digitizing it and we are cataloging it.”

EQUIPMENT FOR DIGITIZATION

For its digitization efforts, Knight maintains its own digitization center with 4 slide scanners, a flat bed scanner and a “couple of Nikon D-100 cameras.”

“What we do is we provide a lot of the material which tends to be illustrations from books, brochure or whatever, and we will photograph those using the camera, create a digital file and then clean the file up in Photoshop.  We then print the film using a film recorder so that when we need slides we can make our slides directly from the digital file,” explains Webster. 

Knight relies on NIKON D-100 cameras which, according to Webster “has good optics and is also something like a 6 pixel camera and you can use interchangeable lenses on it.  You can have a waist level viewfinder and you can look directly into the viewfinder. It also allows us to save images in TIFF format -- a lossless format.”

PURCHASE & LICENSING OF IMAGES

While the copyright situation is complicated, according to Webster, the source of most material is images taken by faculty members or students.  Knight also purchases or licenses digital files from vendors such as Saskia  (Portland, Maine) and Archivision, as well as from Cartography Associates, which makes available a collection of images from North American and British museums, the AMICO database.  This same collection is also supplied in a slightly different format by the Research Libraries Group.  Webster also uses Cartography Associates’ collection of historic maps, and prefers its version of the Amico database since it can be viewed through the Luna Insights Image Browser

IMPACT OF ARTstor

The art/architecture image licensing business has changed dramatically with the advent of ARTstor   Webster notes that:  “With the advent of ARTstor – more and more digital collections are being licensed by the Library and not by stand alone units such as mine and it  means that units such as mine must collaborate with the library in much more fundamental ways.”  As the industry has become more and more consolidated, Webster has gone to fewer and fewer vendors and she estimates that she actively uses only about 5 vendors.  She notes that “Cornell has a license to ARTstor through the Library, which gives her unit access to up to 300,000 images” (and the number is increasing). 

“It is potentially a very good deal,” says Webster of ARTstor, “and what it will provide is a collection of images that are appropriate for academic purposes that can be used in the classroom.   It will not provide a sufficient number and type of images for all classrooms and we will always have to supplement it.  There is no reason why an institution or a department can’t maintain its own digital library of images but the capturing and cataloging take a lot of time.  You must store and maintain and distribute, and that is not cheap.”

Webster doesn’t have much of a licensing budget herself but notes that the Library has a licensing budget for images and that the Library can pull together money from different library departments, and from the University administration, for special licensing projects. 

LEVELS OF ACCESS TO THE COLLECTION

Knight offers three levels of access to its collection.  Some images are posted on the web and are available through the internet to all; others are available only to those in the Cornell University community, and another set of images are made available only to those enrolled in particular courses.

Decision-making on access is largely determined by the rights held or granted to the University.  If copyright is not an issue, Webster is disposed to granting internet wide access. However, licensed images tend to be made available only to the wider Cornell community and some images can only be used strictly for instructional purposes in a relatively closed environment.  Most of the collection is available at the second level of access, to all in the Cornell University educational community, says Webster. 

Web access is the most common method of distribution of the digital resources but Webster uses other means as well.

“Some of the older professors are pretty old fashioned,” says Webster, “and though we will put images up on course study web pages, some prefer for us to burn them on CD’s and give them to their students.”

USAGE OF THE COLLECTION, BY DEPARTMENT

The provision of images in digital formats has encouraged greater use of the collection, according to Webster, especially from departments that had been modest users of slide resources. English, history, music, theater arts, landscape architecture, design and environmental analysis, language departments – are just some of the users. “All of the humanities and social science departments will use this collection on occasion and some of them use it extensively and frequently,” notes Webster. 

DIGITIZATION PLANS

Webster scans slides “as requested.”  Slides are put into digital formats when they represent unique materials that are not available elsewhere.  Webster describes current policy as follows:  “Our current collection development policy is that we capture digitally – then we may or may not make a slide from that digital file.  If a faculty member asks for a slide he or she receives it; then they can put that in a Powerpoint or whatever.  What we are basically doing is abandoning the development of our 35 mm slide collection and putting our effort into developing our digital collection. But we are converting (from 35mm to digital) only selectively.  I think that there is a lot of pressure to move away from slides.  Our Architecture and Design faculty have a lot of pressure to present material using Powerpoint but our architectural historians haven’t really gotten their feet wet.  Historians are kind of old fashioned in a way; their teaching styles have not really caught up yet (so they prefer the 35 mm slides).  Newer faculty members are much more apt to embrace technology.”

But other factors also have slowed down the embrace of the presentation of images through digital mediums in college instruction. 

“The other thing that is actually a deterrent is that in many academic institutions the quality of the delivery system for digital materials is really very primitive.  In some cases it is still much easier to use slides.  It is just easier to put a slide show together.  The ease of manipulation of the materials is greater. You are looking at something on a light board and you can move things around.  It is easier than having to manipulate digital files – at least in some respects.  Slides are not dead yet.  They are rapidly becoming less of a player but I question whether they will actually die; if academic institutions decide they can no longer support the infrastructure for supporting slides then they will die or if the film companies decide that they will no longer manufacture film then of course it will die.”

BUDGET & STAFF

Apart from salaries, the Knight Center has a $40,000 budget for equipment, materials, 

infrastructure, licensing, seminars and conferences, and other expenses.  

In addition to Webster, Knight has one other professional and 1.33 FTE technical positions, as well as 1 clerical staff and 8 students who work about 10 hours per week each.  

