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What Lies Beyond the Slide Library?: Facing the Digital Future 
of Art History
Sarah Parsons, York University

Résumé
Le présent article analyse les inévitables changements qui sont liés au 
passage de la diapositive à l’images numérique dans l’enseignement 
et la recherche: de plus, il pose des questions indispensables sur les 
outils de l’histoire d’art et leurs effets sur la discipline. L’auteure 
envisage l’utilisation de principes fondamentaux en pédagogie afin de 
repenser l’exercice de l’enseignement par l’image, ainsi que l’utilisa­
tion plus efficace des ressources visuelles d’une institution, autant 
pour les recherches du corps enseignant et celles des étudiants, que 
pour l’enseignement; elle se penche également sur la contribution 
des ressources numériques aux changements qui affectent la disci­
pline de l’histoire d’art.

L’auteure étudie brièvement cet important changement techno­
logique récent dans l’histoire de la discipline, et poursuit avec un bref 

compte-rendu de l’émergence des images numériques et des problè­
mes ou limites actuelles de leur utilisation au Canada. L’article attire 
ensuite l’attention sur certaines particularités du développement de 
ressources numériques efficaces et durables dans les universités. Plus 
spécifiquement, y sont passés en revue les outils et les produits 
accessibles aux personnes et aux établissements, en ce qui concerne 
le passage de la bibliothèque de diapositives traditionnelles au centre 
des ressources visuelles. L’article se termine par un examen critique 
des conséquences de ce changement inévitable pour la discipline en 
termes d’enseignement et de recherche, et conclut en offrant de 
brefs exemples de diverses stratégies visant à effectuer le passage 
aux ressources numériques.

-t/ven the most techno-dubious art historians must agréé that 

the âge of slides and transparencies is giving way to an âge of 
digital reproduction technologies. What some view as signs of 
the apocalypse are upon us: Kodak is ceasing to make slide 
projectors; many institutions, like mine, arc closing their in- 
house slide production facilities; and muséum photo resource 
departments are increasingly replacing transparencies with 
digital photographs as the only new documentation of their 
collections.

Colour slides hâve been the primary teaching tool of art 
history for so many décades that imagining a discipline without 
them is reasonably difficult. In fact, the phrase “fetish of the 
slide” is surfacing with increasing frequency in the literature on 
digital resources. The phrase is helpful in two ways. First, it 
underlines the viscéral connection many art historians hâve to 
slides. Slides hâve dominated for so long that they hâve become 
fondamental thinking tools as well as teaching tools. Countless 
art historians learned to map out intellectual arguments, course 
development, and lecture pace through the physical manipula­
tion of slides. This epistemological process is at the center of the 
academy - teaching and research feeding each other. But the 
phrase “fetish of the slide” also reminds us that slides are surro- 
gates for something else. While there may not be consensus on 
what constitutes the “original” work of art anymore, we can 
probably agréé that slides are always a poor substitute for the 
many site-specific expériences of art. No matter how important 
they hâve become or how indispensable they seem, slides are not 
the learning objects of art history; they are the teaching and 
sometimes the research material. As the form through which we 
hâve long accessed the disciplines actual learning objects, slides 
hâve profoundly shaped the discipline but the discipline is also 
constrained by their nature.1 Accessing those learning objects 

through different forms can be daunting, even for those who 
express frustration at the traditional shape of the discipline.

Terrifying as it might be, the inévitable shift to digital 
images for teaching and research is also an opportunity to ask 
important questions about the tools of our work, and how they 
affect what we can and want to do. Rather than simply sub- 
stituting jpegs for slides, how might we use fondamental 
principles of good pedagogy to rethink our teaching with repré­
sentations? How might institutionally supported visual resources 
be more effectively used for faculty and student research, as well 
as for teaching? How might digital resources change or partici- 
pate in changes already underway in art history?

In order to address these questions, I provide a short con­
sidération of the last major tcchnological shift in the disciplines 
history before briefly recounting the emergence of digital im­
ages, identifying some of the issues to be considered in develop- 
ing these resources, and considering some of the tools available. 
However, my ultimate purpose is to critically consider the disci- 
plinary implications of this imminent shift in both pedagogical 
and research terms.

Repeating History

The most common line of résistance from art historians when 
faced with digital images is about quality. Digital images are 
often accused of being not as good, as clear, or as reliable as 
slides. As we ail know, this complaint is often justified, and 
digital images dépend a great deal on the skill of the creator and 
the quality of the equipment used to create and view them.2 
Reflecting on the last major technological advance in art histo- 
ry’s tools, Professor James Carpenter at Harvard University 
wrote a short article for the College Art Journal entitled “The 
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Limitations of Colour Slid.es” (1943). Like those who object to 
early digital images, Carpenter was dismayed that ‘even the 
best so far produced hâve serious inaccuracies ... primarily they 
are incapable of reproducing the proper value relations in a 
subject with fairly strong value contrasts.”3 He was equally 
troubled about the quality variations below the level of the best 
slides, noting that “unfortunately a great many that are in use 
are far from the best.”4 These criticisms were probably com- 
pletely justified and likely helped to guide improvements in 
technology and photo techniques. At most, Carpenter’s con- 
cerns might hâve tempered instructors’ enthusiasm for the 
brilliant new technology. Perhaps instructors even selected slides 
more carefully, and made more explicit reference to the repro­
duction and its complex relation to one’s varying expériences 
of the original object. Carpenter may also hâve encouraged 
tcachers to continue to expose students to original art as much 
as possible. However, as far as I know, his objections did not 
convince any instructors to continue teaching with black and 
white slides into the twenty-first century.

Carpenter’s other objection to the use of colour slides was 
more telling and seemingly in contrast to the one about qual­
ity. “No matter how perfect the process of reproduction be- 
comes,” he wrote, “a color slide can never be regarded as a 
substitute for an original painting. The danger of this becomes 
greater, as the slide becomes doser to the original.”5 Of course, 
the professor will know the différence, Carpenter noted, but 
the student may not. He went on to suggest that “one of the 
virtues of black and white slides is their abstractness. There is 
no question of their taking the place of the originals.”6 Car­
penter was genuinely worried about colour slides. He explicitly 
deployed the term “danger” in relation to using colour slides 
for teaching: a danger not as great in teaching sculpture, archi­
tecture, or stained glass because “here we hâve an admitted 
abstraction from the original which everyone takes for 
granted.”7 But just what is the benefit of abstraction? Is the 
benefit that the instructor or an assigned text can fill in what is 
missing? So, did Carpenter fear a loss of control over the way 
his students might view the painting when it was shown in 
colour? Is it possible that Carpenter was also afraid of the more 
sensual expérience that a good colour reproduction might 
invite? Would he hâve argued that a purely intellectual, ana- 
lytical encounter for students would be more forthcoming 
without the distraction of colour? Similarly, is it possible that 
some of the fear about digital reproductions stems from their 
seductive nature, their similarity to pedestrian entertainment 
media such as télévision?

How would Carpenter respond to a virtual reality tour of 
the Louvre with the capability to zoom in and out on famous 
paintings? How would he feel about the possibilities of 360- 
degree views of sculpture and architecture that erode the safety 

zone he identified around those viewing expériences? Carpenter 
was simultaneously insistent about the colour slide as a danger- 
ous masquerade of the original and as a dangerously loose and 
uncontrollable substitute for the original. This inconsistent set 
of fears is reigning again in the era of digital reproductions, even 
ifwe are now more cognizant of the contradiction.8 As in 1943, 
we need to take concerns about quality and réception seriously. 
We need to consider not only our own judgments about the 
usefulness of digital images, but also those of our students, 
whose visual world may be quite distinct from ours. We need to 
harness these insights, objections, criticisms, and concerns to 
improve the technology we will now be using, to learn more 
about visuality, and to become better, more explicit teachers of 
art history and visual culture. However, in order to achieve 
these goals, we need to communicate about our practices and, 
in part because of the Canadian legal landscape, this has been 
a challenge.

Brief Background on Digital Images in a Canadian Context

Canadian art historians hâve faced more restrictive copyright 
laws than our American counterparts. While the latter hâve 
been free to make legal slides of copyrighted images citing the 
fair use exemption for educational purposes, Canadian instruc­
tors hâve no such protection. In the digital arena, the situation 
is especially unclear, prompting University Counsel at York 
University to advise faculty not to post copyrighted images on 
course websites, even under password protection.9 If Bill C-60 
makes it to a second reading and passes in its current form, it 
would allow for the use of digital images in classrooms and on 
password protected course websites, but only for the duration of 
the course.10 After that point, ail digital files would need to be 
destroyed. That means not just removed from the web but 
removed from any sort of archiving System such as an in-house 
image database, thus rendering the law unworkable for educa­
tional institutions that will never hâve the resources to rescan 
images every time they need to be used. Finally, as legal scholar 
Margaret-Ann Wilkinson has pointed out, the Bill enshrines an 
antiquated view of pedagogy indicated in part by its copyright 
exemption only for materials provided by the instructor. This 
would mean that students who are conducting research and 
presenting it in class or posting it to a class website would 
receive no exemption from copyright for their non-profit, edu­
cational use of images. Nor does Bill C0-60 provide any relief 
for faculty who use copyrighted images in their research, al­
though its dissémination is also non-profit and educational.

Lack of government understanding and support has broader 
implications for digital teaching and research as well. The ongo- 
ing public funding budget crunch has delayed the purchase of 
hardware and software for teaching and research purposes. Fur- 
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thermore, for many art historians, even determining what tech­
nologies they want and need has been a daunting task in the 
midst of heavy teaching loads and high research and administra­
tive demands. Despite ail of these challenges, teaching with 
digital images is well underway. The University ofToronto built 
FADIS (Fine Arts Digital Imaging System), its own digital 
image bank, and populated it by scanning the University’s own 
slides and book illustrations. The System is uscd by a handful of 
faculty and especially by the more junior génération of part- 
time instructors. However, few institutions in Canada hâve the 
resources to build their own database and our lack of clear legal 
guidance on digital copyright in Canada has acted as an addi- 
tional roadblock to sustained and organized institutional ac­
tion. Anecdotal research among peers suggests that at présent 
the majority of instructors using digital resources began to do so 
of their own initiative for reasons of ease or necessity, rather 
than as a response to institutional initiatives.

My own initiation into teaching with digital images is fairly 
typical and follows the dictum that “necessity is the mother of 
invention.” When I was first hired at York University, one of my 
assigned courses was new and very few slides already existed. As 
it turned out, the texts 1 needed for images were kept in Spécial 
Collections, which would not agrée to release the texts, even in 
order to hâve slides made by our Slide Library. The University 
owned the resources I needed for teaching in its classrooms, but 
I could not access them. After further negotiation yielded noth- 
ing more than an offer to make slides for me at a personal cost 
of S50 each, I turned to the internet for images and to PowerPoint 
to présent them.

While there was a very steep lcarning curve at first, what 1 
soon discovered was a brighter, lighter classroom blissfolly frec 
of the incessant hum of two slide projectors. Titles of artworks, 
création dates and artists’ names need not be spelled out, re- 
peated, or handed out because they were typed below each 
image. Often through student présentations, I learned addi- 
tional PowerPoint tools, including a feature that enables a pré­
senter to highlight one area of an image while shading the rest. 
Collectively, the digital présentation tools cnabled me to walk 
students more carefully through visual analysis. The lectures 
could be prepared from home at any hour of the day or night, 
and I never had to worry that somcone else was using a slide I 
needed. Images could be linked to a (very simple) course website 
for review, enabling a level of access not prcviously known.11 
Over time, those first images hâve mostly been replaced by 
clearer ones with a level of detail that now often surpasses that 
of slides (certainly the huge number of older slides). Finally, 
those lectures can be saved from year to year and be easily 
altered to reflect changes in a course. A recent study by the 
Research Library Group’s Instructional Technology Advisory 
Group confirms that the majority of instructors who teach with 

digital images likewise use Google Image search to locate images 
and présent them in PowerPoint, supplementing what they 
cannot find by scanning from books.

PowerPoint is easy and available, but it is likely to be a good 
transitional présentation tool for art historians rather than a 
model solution. Harold Besser, an expert on archiving digital 
images, describes the first stage of the hype cycle of new tech­
nology as a period in which the popular tools mimic and 
borrow from the outdated technology.12 The cycle starts with 
great possibilities followed by disappointments. Often the fail- 
ures are a resuit of trying to force a technology to serve purposes 
that it may not be suited to fulfill. New technology is often 
better suited to something quite distinct from what the old 
technology did, but it can take a while for those best uses to 
become évident. At that point transformations take place.

Many instructors may find that just getting the classroom 
technology to run PowerPoint efficiently in every class is the 
most pressing challenge, but the program itself is also limited, 
and thus limiting. It is not easily connected to a collection 
management System, has comparatively limited fonctions, and 
it can compromise the quality of inserted images. The Research 
Libraries Group (RLG), an international organization of librar- 
ies, muséums and archives, reports that most faculty using 
PowerPoint “rcally dislike it as an instructional tool... PowerPoint 
does not allow them to zoom or to compare/contrast different 
images side by side.”13 It is possible to set two images side by 
side, but they hâve to share a single screen. This often renders 
them too small to study adequatcly and does not offer the same 
freedom as dual projections to make spontaneous comparisons 
between images. Clearly, we need more powerfol and flexible 
présentation tools for the classroom.

In order to properly address the shortcomings in both 
présentation and storage tools, individual expérimentation by 
instructors and students must now be replaced by systematic 
institutional support for digital resources. Instructors using slides 
continue to receive a level of dedicated staff support that has not 
generally been available to instructors using digital resources, 
either because of institutional concerns about copyright or be­
cause of a lack of technical expertise. While those teaching 
contemporary art might hâve little trouble gathering their own 
images on the web, teaching material for many fields needs to 
be scanned and prepared for présentation. In those places where 
scanning support has been available, rarely hâve the images 
been inserted into a compréhensive, searchable database for 
future use by a wide range of faculty and students. Hence, the 
RLG report concluded that “almost everybody readily admitted 
that their particular System for storing images lacked even the 
most basic metadata necessary for retrieving the content effec- 
tively in the future.”13 The ad hoc method developed by many 
instructors may work in the short term, but reverts back to the 
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days of private faculty slide collections, which do not contribute 
to the larger scholarly mission of the institution.

How can we ensure long-tcrm access to a wide range of 
high-quality images? How can we ensure that we hâve the tools 
to présent them in flexible, créative ways? First, we need to 
separate the two parts of this équation. Data management 
software often cornes packaged with présentation software, but 
users need to uncouple these functions for maximum flexibility 
and sustainability. Besser asks art historians to think creatively 
and critically about digital reproductions and databascs. What are 
our priorities in a database? What do we want faculty and stu- 
dents to be able to do with the material? Will visual resources be 
available outsidc of visual arts departments? If so, how will we 
balance their constant and specialized needs with those of the 
larger institutional community? He suggests that any initiative to 
collect, store, and make available digital reproductions be guidcd 
by the need for quality, sustainability, quantity, and usability.

Quality

A Council on Library and Information Resources report on 
planning a digital image project (2000) emphasizes the benefits 
of archiving images at the highest visual quality possible and in 
a neutral-use environment.15 One simple way to ensure quality 
is by adhering to the guidelines of the Visual Resources Associa­
tion (VRA), the international organization of image media 
professionals.16 These stipulate the format and minimum reso­
lution of images for teaching and research. Purchasing images 
or scanning them at less than optimum resolution will not 
enable users to zoom effectively or to project clearly on to the 
large screens required in lecture halls. The VRA also posts 
guidelines to the kinds of metadata that must be collected and 
entered for every image. Although there is currently some dc- 
bate about whether images should be catalogued using the same 
Machinc-Readable Cataloging (MARC) coding System used for 
texts, adhering to at least the range of information suggested by 
the VRA will ensure that the images can be used in a variety of 
ways. These guidelines arc much more involved than the lim- 
ited information collected to catalogue slides because databases 
of digital images can and need to be searched iconographically 
and rclationally. The spécial challenges évident in cataloguing 
images become évident in various ways. The Louvre decided to 
photograph the backs and fronts of two-dimensional objects to 
capture inscriptions and other key information. We know how 
to clearly catalogue the recto of a painting, but how do we 
adequately and specifically catalogue the verso? One Visual 
Resources curator strongly suggests disseminating VRA quality 
standards and metadata guidelines to faculty to ensure the 
usefulness of any images they might capture, collect, and con­
tribute to the institutional database.

Sustainability

Sustainability has many concerns, from technical to financial. 
The first concern should be the software used to house self- 
created image collections. There are some slick and user-friendly 
pièces of proprietary software, such as LUNA Insight, on the 
market. However, Besser stresses the need to maximize self- 
sufficiency and cautions against building a System that requires 
ongoing support from a commercial source. In the United 
States, many departments hâve had grcat success with MDID, 
now in its second version. This is freeware first developed by a 
team of art historians, visual resource curators, and technology 
experts for their own purposcs at James Madison University in 
Harrisonburg, Virginia. The second version was developed with 
significant support from the Mellon Foundation and is now 
available to any university. There are technical start-up costs 
associated with MDID, which tends to need customization and 
works best with a dedicated server. These costs can be substan- 
tial, especially when we considcr staff training and support, but 
MDID is cmerging as the most likely sustainable solution for 
in-house image management. It is becoming the standard for 
American art history departments; a community of users and 
support has been well-established.

Governed by the educational fair use exemption to copy­
right, many American institutions are populating their MDID 
Systems with scanned images. Canadian institutions lucky enough 
to hâve jpegs and slides taken by their own faculty or drawn 
from public domain material in their libraries and archives can 
also follow this route. However, a per unit cost and labour study 
conducted at Yale University estimated that scanning an image 
from a book to produce a slide and a digital image with ail 
nccessary metadata costs about US$11.85, without factoring in 
storage costs.17 Purchasing images or subscribing to databases is 
a far more cost-effective long-term plan, and scanning should 
thus be restricted to material one cannot purchase. From a strict 
sustainability standpoint, purchasing digital content from a 
supplier such as Saskia/Davis Images is idéal. Under their agree- 
ment, the purchaser has the digital file and the rights for perpe- 
tuity at about a half to two-thirds the cost of scanning an image. 
This is smart protection for core images such as sets of those 
used in introductory survey text books. However, there arc two 
key issues in creating or buying sets of images. First is the cost of 
storage space, which is far from free, as universities are quickly 
discovering. Second, one of the most exciting aspects of digital 
images is the possibility of offering faculty and student access to 
a massive range of materials. Purchasing images individually or 
in small sets will never offer the range found within subscrip- 
tions databases.

We take lessons on sustainability from recent failed digi- 
talizing projects such as the rush to circulate collections on CD- 
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ROMs. Unless these images are transferred into a database, they 
are laborious to search and limited in their use. CD-ROMs are 
also easily damaged, easily lost, and prone to quick détériora­
tion. Christine Sundt is a leader in the field and the retired VR 
coordinator at the University of Oregon. She recently surveyed 
digital image projects, both successful and forgotten. She con- 
cluded that any niche project needs a business plan to succeed 
and that this success can only be ensured if the material eventu- 
ally migrâtes up to a large institution.18 CDs may still be a valid 
means to start a small project such as disseminating digital 
images of a small collection, but they are not a sustainable 
option. The innovative CD of the Barnes Foundation in Phila­
delphia is a perfect example. This hard-to-find tool enables 
users to virtually tour a model of the once heavily restricted 
collection and to see the carefully considered hanging of the 
paintings in relation to the Barnes mansion. It would make a 
wonderful online tool but has yet to find an institutional home 
and sponsor. This need for institutional support is true not just 
of digital image projects but of research tools such as the Union 
List of artists offered online through the Getty Research Insti- 
tute. People move, and housing and updating data of any sort 
are expensive and labour intensive.

In pursuing sustainability, we must also try to consider ail 
the possibilities that hâve yet to be realized or even imagined. 
Most professional subscription databases offer text, Sound, video, 
and other multimedia files associated with works of art in their 
collections. In most cases these are files developed by muséums 
and now archived publicly for educational purposes. While it 
may seem excessive to insist that departmental or university 
databases need to offer the same capabilities, it could be 
shortsighted not to do so. Particularly useful are 360-degree 
views of sculpture and installations and interactive tours of 
architectural and exhibition spaces. Databases need to hold 
original art video work, original digital art and, somcday, even 
interactive art. Working groups will need to décidé if video and 
Sound will be housed in the art database or in another System 
with other filmic material for campus use. Howard Besser urges 
us to push farther to imagine as many possibilities as we can, 
and to encourage and make room for innovation in any data 
management System (or more likely web of Systems) that we 
might dcvelop.

Quantity

Quality and sustainability are the crucial foundations, but quan­
tity of digital resources is just as important to instructors and 
students. An extensive study recently undertaken at Pennsylva­
nia State University confirmed that one of the widespread con- 
cerns among potential users of image delivery Systems is that the 
system(s) developed may not hâve the images those users most 

need. This is a very real concern, but with every passing year 
more and more images become available in digital formats that 
are organized, efficient, and yield the results instructors need.

One of the first subscription databases was Art Muséums 
Image Consortium (AMICO). It was formed in 1997 with 
twenty-two contributing institutions and was the first widely- 
used subscription database of images. The idea was to form a 
non-profit consortium of muséums that would donate digital 
reproductions made from their originals to be used for educa­
tional purposes. The more than 100,000 images are ofvery high 
quality and the search possibilities were exciting. Because the 
Art Gallery of Ontario, then under the directorship of Max 
Anderson, was one of the leading contributors, the database 
even had significant Canadian content from the start. But 
despite over 250 subscribers, including universities (the Univer­
sity of Toronto was an carly advocate), some public libraries, 
and even a few school boards, the company floundered and 
ceased to operate in July 2005. The announcement was distress- 
ing to many who had corne to rely on this subscription resource 
for their teaching, and thus highlighted the sustainability con- 
cerns with subscription databases.

The danger of relying too heavily upon external sources 
will never vanish, but it is much less of a concern with ARTstor. 
Eightyears ago, the Mellon Foundation established JSTOR, the 
subscription database of scholarly journals that has quickly 
become an invaluable resource for the Humanities. ARTstor 
was also initiated by the Mellon Foundation, with the goal of 
becoming an equally essential and self-sustaining non-profit 
enterprise in the next few years. The original base collection of 
200,000 images was drawn from collection of the University of 
California at San Diego, where the slides hâve always resided in 
the central library and, according to its librarian, are used 
almost as much by historians and geographers as by the Depart- 
ment of Visual Arts.19 After several years of testing at seventeen 
universities, including Harvard and UC San Diego, ARTstor 
was launched in July 2004 and, as of February 2006, it had 520 
subscribers across the United States. As of 1 July 2005, the 
subscription became available to Canadian institutions and nine 
hâve subscribed so far. The database currently holds over 300,000 
images, including the rccent migration of the holdings of seven­
teen muséums from AMICO. By the end of 2006, ARTstor 
estimâtes it will offer over 500,000 images. Luckily for AMICO 
users, ARTstor has negotiated with many of the AMICO con­
tributors to take over educational distribution of their images.

Usability

If a System is complicated or limited in the tools it offers, it is 
destined to become a dinosaur. This brings us to the question of 
usability. Quantity and usability converge around the issue of 

I 18



Parsons / What Lies Beyond the Slide Library?

cross-database searching and the need to limit the number of 
searches users must undertake to find a sélection of images. 
Even though databases rarely use exactly the same metadata, 
facilitating limited meta-search capabilities across a sériés of 
archives will become an important goal. Enabling users to 
simultaneously search art databases and a resource such as AP 
Multimedia Archive will be especially important to those teach- 
ing visual culture or who seek to broaden the range of materials 
they consider in art history courses. (AP Multimedia Archive is 
a collection of about one million images of current and histori­
cal cvcnts collected by the Associated Press.) Adding specialized 
collection subscriptions will likely be popular at larger institu­
tions and at those with specialized scholarly needs. Erwin 
Panofsky’s famous Index of Christian Art at Princeton has over 
130,000 digitized images on its subscription website, giving 
access to a range of materials once only accessible to researchers 
able to go to Princeton in person.

Subscription to one large core database like ARTstor en- 
hances usability by giving faculty a place to start. So too do the 
additional tools offered by both MDID and ARTstor. (Both 
collaborated in the latest round of software development to 
ensure the two Systems were as compatible as possible.) As a 
resuit, both offer fairly similar présentation software. While 
neither is overly simple to use, they do enable users to use 
images in new ways. What does not change is that as the 
researcher selects images, he or she adds thumbnail images to a 
sort of light box (the language of old technology always persists 
into the new). Those images can be adjusted and sorted into a 
présentation either as full or split screens (meaning that with a 
large enough projection area, two clear images can be shown 
without installing two expensive LCD projectors). These prés­
entations can be saved as sets and either presented from the 
online site or exported into an offline version. The offline 
présentation tool was a crucial and recent addition to ARTstor 
in response to widespread user tests. No one can guarantec a 
continuous internet connection in a classroom or conférence 
room. Furthermore, images from other sources can be added to 
the présentation once offline, effectively uncoupling the data­
base from the présentation software and ensuring maximum 
flexibility. Finally, the présentation software enables the instruc- 
tor to add text that students can access when they enter the 
programs to see the présentation or review the thumbnail groups 
the instructor has prepared.

From Slide Library to Visual Resources Centre

Slide libraries reflect the way art history used to be practiscd, 
and they continue to shape and limit the way we teach. As 
much as we like to think that the user-driven, faculty-built 
aspect of slide collections is positive, we need to acknowledge it 

as a limiting force as well. With the high cost of securing images 
for publication and the trend in publishing to include fewer 
colour images in books and journal articles, it is no longer 
realistic to rely on published sources for ail our image needs. 
Even with access to a wide range of printed material, consider 
that few Canadian university slide libraries hâve ARTstor’s 
300,000 images. Slide collections are not just limited in their 
offerings; they are also canons, however quirky. Since few hâve a 
hyper-text database, we are restricted to the normative catalogu- 
ing System of nationality and artists name. Slides tend to be 
inserted into this structure as a linear chronology of an artists 
career. Sometimes media, such as photography, are filed sepa- 
rately, causing even more confusion, most often in the case of 
twentieth-century artists such as Picasso, for whom nationality 
and often distinctions between media make little sense. Also, 
with an increasing interest in exhibition history, slide libraries 
are faced with the pressing challenge of how to catalogue instal­
lation shots. Cross-cultural comparisons and thematic explora­
tions are thwarted by the lack of any kind of iconographie 
information. Material culture images do not fit into this System 
and usually gct relegated to a section that relies on the personal 
guidance of the slide curator. Interdisciplinary work requires 
easy access to images without knowing the identity of the artist, 
let alonc his or her birthplace.

Digital databases enable us to search across national schools, 
cultures, media, and other classifications to find images that 
may never hâve been published. No one in our university need 
ever hâve known the image existed, and this is one key benefit 
of shifting from a primarily user-driven collection. The latter 
institutionalizes the notion of adéquate canons, specialized ex­
pertise, and totalizing knowledge (e.g., the one, very human 
Renaissance expert is responsible for ensuring that that area of 
the slide collection will serve ail the needs of the department in 
that field or, worse, that the images will serve needs across 
campus). It also emphasizes the disconnections rather than the 
connections between cultures, periods, and so on. It is true that 
the image one might find on ARTstor or another database may 
not be the best known example of a Chinese painting of a turtle, 
but, for an instructor who wants to make a cross-cultural con­
nection in a lecture but has no access to Chinese painting slides, 
that may not be the primary concern. A Google Advanced 
Images search may also be able to locate a Chinese painting of a 
turtle, but the quality control and adéquate metadata provided 
by services like ARTstor make it an infinitely superior scholarly 
resource, one as useful for personal research as for teaching 
préparation.

Does the end of slides spell the end of slide libraries and 
slide librarians? Just as computers hâve increased paper use and 
digital library resources hâve increased library use, visual re­
source centres and experts continue to hâve a crucial rôle in this 
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shift. However, there can be no doubt that their rôles will 
change. Technology is enabling institutions to leverage the écono­
mies of scale. Digital image libraries need not be built by each 
department or each university. Community colleges that never 
had slidc libraries before are signing up at $800 a year for 
ARTstor and now hâve the same resources as huge research 
institutions like UC San Diego.20 They need ncw présentation 
equipment, but what is necessary is more broadly used than 
slide projectors and can be shared across campus. Florida Gulf 
State University which was founded eight years ago, never con- 
sidered a slide library. With ARTstor and the web, it instantly had 
ail it needed to launch an art and art history program.

In-house visual resource staff will continue to add some 
content, either through scanning or by inserting and catalogu- 
ing digital files acquired from faculty or outside sources. Both of 
these tasks require tcchnical training in programs such as 
PhotoShop. For many departments, the temptation has been to 
farm this work out to work-study students. However, faculty 
and VR curators argue vigorously against this practice citing 
practical and quality concerns. Training, even for basic slide 
scanning, is time-consuming and not an appropriate way to use 
work-study students. Furthermore, the VRA has set standards 
for the metadata to be collected and included for ail digitized 
images. The standards for quality are absolutely crucial to gen- 
erating useful images. Standards in some departments start at 
2700dpi in a tiff format from which two jpegs are also produced 
(thumbnail and projection quality.) Ail images need to be col- 
our corrected by a trained professional. Only a permanent staff 
member can ensure that these standards are consistently main- 
tained. In fact, some early adopters argue that a degrec in 
information sciences as well as a background in art history is 
idéal to guide the création of a sustainable digital resources 
System. Early adopters also stress the importance of coordina­
tion between faculty users, digital production support, library 
staff, administrative support, teaching technology support, fac­
ulty development support, and System administration. Only a 
permanent VRC person is in touch with ail of those stakeholders.

Some of the leading VRCs in the United States are cmploy- 
ing newfound technical skills and collaborating much more 
actively with faculty to creatively and effectively document their 
research in ways that are useful for teaching and beyond. The 
Media Center for Art History, Archaeology, and Historic Prés­
ervation at Columbia University is one possible model. Al- 
though the Centre has received a great deal of funding from the 
University, which is something not every school can rely on, it 
has also aggressively sought grant support from outside to docu­
ment architectural and archeological sites and to create interac­
tive learning tools such as an annotated compendium of Chinese 
painting. The Center staff work with faculty and graduate 
students to détermine the best means to document field re­

search. They provide technical training, equipment, and pro­
duction skills to realize the project vision. Luckily for the rest of 
us, the Center has been successful with the Kress Foundation 
and especially with the National Endowment for the Humani- 
ties. These external sources require that whatever projects are 
created must be fully and freely available to the public. Colum­
bia has a website that is an animated glossary of Cothic cathe- 
drals and that enables students to connect terms to the ground 
plan of Amiens Cathédral. Users can also take a QuickTime 
virtual tour of Frank Lloyd Wright’s Fallingwatcr or tour an 
archeological dig in Iraq. Robert Carlucci, xManager for Educa­
tion and Research at The Media Center, notes that “the visual 
arts can be difficult to understand. You need a range of contex- 
tual information about the period, patrons, technique, artist, 
etc. to really grasp a work of art, but what technology allows 
you to do is to bring together a whole universe of information 
germane to an object that helps students engage a range of 
issues fundamental to a successful learning expérience. We hâve 
a new lens through which to see the work.”21

Because of this explosion in available resources, VRC staff 
takes on a crucial guiding rôle for users. An April 2003 survey 
by AMICO of its users identified “the émergence of a class of 
intermediaries (librarians and visual resource curators) whose 
responsibility it is to train users.”22 This observation is echoed 
by Christine Sundt, who notes that her job as a slide curator 
became much more like that of a librarian. Since the cost of 
digitizing is high, she needs to be able to direct faculty to various 
free and subscription resources. The international Society of 
Architectural Historians has a great if rather primitive site that 
shares images collected by SAH members.23 Muséums such as 
the National Gallery of Canada are creating online databases to 
access their holdings of images and supporting materials such as 
audio clips. The Metropolitan Muséum in New York has pro­
duced an innovative, illustrated, and interactive timeline of art 
history. Currently, it is often faculty or students who share their 
best resources tips with each other, but the time has corne to 
institutionalize and formalize this key form of communication. 
Web pages built and maintained by VRC staff need to guide 
users to appropriate resources such as online projects and image 
banks, both open access and those available through institu- 
tional subscriptions. This kind of annotated and departmental 
or university spécifie dircctory can also help users to find visual 
materials imbedded in subscription resources like RLG Cultural 
Resources, which are not exclusively devoted to visual materials. 
Among the breadth of visual materials archived in this wide- 
ranging resource are posters, sketches, stamps, and a range of 
visual ephemera.

What is also clear is that these VRCs need to be as flexible 
and responsive to users’ needs as other libraries hâve become. 
Much more faculty and student use of visual resources will take 
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place away from the VRC. VR curators will need to shift their 
support to accommodate the needs of those users who will be 
planning courses, building lectures, and arranging student 
reviews from their offices, homes, etc. This may entail desig- 
nated virtual office hours when staff can be available by email 
or phone. Christine Sundt argues that faculty and students 
will also need to change their traditional rôles a bit and be- 
comc sawicr about digital images. Even without the support 
of a facility like Columbia’s, they need to learn the required 
standards for documenting their own research. They need to 
learn how to manipulate material for various purposes and to 
communicatc with collaborators from such areas as IT and 
VRC.24

The revamping ofthe VRC is similar to the radical changes 
that university libraries hâve undergone over the past decade or 
two. On a growing number of American campuscs, this parallel 
has become an annexation and the VR librarian/coordinator 
has become a university-wide appointment, often based within 
the central library, to ensure a coordinatcd delivery of services 
across campus. There are some distinct advantages to this modcl, 
but it raises concerns amongst art departments that fcar a loss of 
control over their most essential teaching material. Many early 
adopters of digital teaching tools insist that local human sup­
port is as essential to the long-term success of the transition as 
are the resources and physical plant. Eaculty members want an 
expert close by who can respond to their ongoing content and 
delivery needs, and they complain of not finding cnough sup­
port and art expertise in the central library.

The task for univcrsities will be to balance the needs of two 
distinct but important groups of users for digital images identi- 
fied by the Pennsylvania State user study — “a very large group of 
light and occasional users and a smaller group of frequent and 
intense users.”25 One way to balance these needs is to retain 
faculty-wide or departmental VRCs while appointing someone 
in the central library System who could respond more specifi- 
cally to the widcr visual resource demands from such areas as 
history, geography, kinesiology, and engineering. Another way 
to balance needs might be to hâve a central librarian who 
monitors the databasc subscriptions and a VRC that houscs a 
university-wide MD1D server. The advantage of this model is 
that it unifies ail university-created images in one database for 
ail users. By combining the personal collections of an architec­
tural historian and a civil engineer, the teaching resources of 
both could be grcatly enhanced. At James Madison University, 
VRC staff is responsible for collection management, image 
préparation, and cataloguing, but the tcchnical work is done by 
Information Technology. Departmental collections are distin- 
guished within their MDID interface. A search could thus be 
conducted over ail the art history and biology images, or be 
limited to just one collection. Although standardized metadata 

is désirable, it is not always possible or appropriate, and MDID2 
allows each collection to be catalogued in its own way. As a user 
selects more collections to search, only shared ficlds are dis- 
played. This limits search capabilities while expanding the pos­
sible search boundaries.

Teaching and Research

Once faculty members hâve access to a large quantity of high- 
quality images in a usable and sustainable form, teaching and 
research possibilities can be simultaneously exciting and over- 
whelming. Cetting caught up in the possibilities offered by 
technology without a clear idea as to why it is being used is a 
quick road to frustration. We need to look for créative uses for 
technology that also adhéré to basic principles of sound peda- 
gogy (and that are also basic principles of good research): enable 
students to see the relevance of their learning, give them some 
choice or control, ask them to re-examine what they think they 
know, and help them to see the applicability of their insights to 
other situations. The criticality expressed in these principles has 
long been embraced in art historical research, in particular, by 
the so-called New Art History ofthe 1980s and ‘90s, and now 
teaching resources at our disposai are catching up with shifting 
values and méthodologies.

In my own lower division classes I find students more 
willing and able to engage with questions of context and mean­
ing now that they are not obsessed with writing down factual 
tombstonc information. They know 1 post review lists with 
links to images for exams, and that seems to help them to stay 
focuscd on looking closely and critically at the images them­
selves. I can also use course websites to run online quizzes if I 
am conccrned about the historical grasp students might hâve of 
an era.

In the simplest sense, the case of locating and adding 
images to a lecture can enhancc the relevance and applicability 
of what students are learning. When I am preparing a lecture on 
a particular trope in Romantic painting, I can add examples 
drawn from popular culture without a laborious search, three 
weeks of lead time, or feeling guilty about ordering a slide for a 
one-off example. That easc of access can also enhancc the de- 
mocratization and interactivity of the classroom by giving stu­
dents a chance to make choices and contribute to the visual 
material under discussion. Digital images are a format every 
student can access through a personal computer, at the univer­
sity, or even at a public library. Students send me images they 
want to discuss or they b ring them to class on a memory stick. 
Through innovative and créative présentations, students rou- 
tinely show images that go beyond any staid canon of art 
history. Even analog images such as a catalogue, postcard, or 
slide can instantly be fodder for classroom discussion through 
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digital présentation. A digital document reader projects any- 
thing on its surface as a high-quality screen image through an 
LCD projector.26

With digital présentation tools, we are no longer captive to 
the binary invention of Wôfflin. While there is a great deal to be 
gained by comparing images, digital présentation enables a 
range of options from triangulating images, to presenting a 
collage, or even building an additive display. Starting with one 
image and slowly adding others to the screen can mimic the 
arguments we want to make in class about the contextual 
importance of viewing art. One can show several versions of the 
same image sidc by side as a way of disturbing the sanctity and 
presumed uniqueness of art images. Andrew Hershberger, who 
teaches history of photography at Bowling Green State Univer­
sity in Ohio, shows several high-quality but distinct prints of 
the same photographie image as a way to demystify printing 
choices, human alterations of the print, and conservation issues. 
He points out this is just one way in which recent access to a 
huge number of images has changed his teaching.27

Adding text, such as a quote from an artist or a question for 
students, either integrated with an image or on a separate slide, 
can also aid in this process of teaching students how context 
affects our réception of images. A free program called VUE, 
developed by art historians atTufts University in Massachusetts, 
enables faculty and students to design semantic maps. In its 
simplest usage, instructors might post a sériés of small repro­
ductions of Impressionist paintings on a blank page within the 
VUE program. Individually or in groups, students would 
download the page and set about creating a mapped relation­
ship of the images based on genre, use of historical precedent, or 
personal connections between the artists. VUE allows students 
to add connecting lines and annotations as they manipulate the 
thumbnails. Similar kinds of activities are possible with course 
management Systems like Blackboard, but VUE can be useful 
for instructors who prefer to pick and choose tools.

Many faculty are discovering that the most revolutionary 
uses for digital images are to be found outside the classroom. As 
David Carrier and Robert Cavelicr observed in a 1989 article, 
“because the pace of the [traditional slide lecture] class is deter- 
mined by the teacher’s estimate of what an average student can 
accept, the brighter students will be bored, while others miss 
essential points ... one promise of technology is of providing 
individualized instruction. Each student can choose how long 
to spend with examples, how much additional information to 
seek out and what to review.”28 Their very early example was to 
provide students with a video disk full of information about 
potential Vermeer fakes. Students sorted through the visual and 
textual support material to préparé a case for a particular paint- 
ing as a Vermeer or a fake.

Malcolm Thurlby, an architectural historian at York Uni­

versity, posts a sélection of his own digital images (thereby 
avoiding copyright issues) on his website for take-home exams. 
Unlikc the situation in an in-class slide exam, his students hâve 
a choice in what they will write about and, unlike a photocopied 
take-home paper exam, they can work with new, unpublished 
images posted in large format and crystal clarity.

A dated but still useful 1997 test on the value of digital 
images in teaching, conducted by Charles S. Rhyne with his 
students at Reed College, Portland, Oregon, concluded that 
their most useful function was as a reference tool after having 
seen the originals. His students observed that the digital image 
could not convey scale correctly, but that it had astounding 
detail. In person, the large scale of the Japanese screens (the test 
object in this case) actually impeded the students ability to 
consider details. In fact, brushstrokes had not been apparent to 
the students when they saw the image in situ. On the computer 
students were able to see ail sides of the screens, and the compu­
ter views enabled comparisons not possible in a muséum situa­
tion.29 My own primary use of AMICO outside the classroom 
follows this model. Whenever possible, I prefer my students to 
write assignments based on their first-hand expérience of art, 
but even in this regard, AMICO was an excellent tool. After a 
visit to the Art Gallery of Ontario to see Romantic prints, I was 
able to guide students to reproductions of the same works 
online. Students used these jpegs for présentations and as refer­
ence tools as they wrote papers.

AMICO (now CAMIO) and ARTstor hâve both become 
purveyors of teaching ideas as well as images. While few instruc­
tors in higher éducation are likely to be interested in foregoing 
the créative activity of designing assignments tailored to their 
spécifie courses and teaching goals, AMICO and ARTstor can 
offer helpful eues to new possibilities. One example asks stu­
dents to locate two works, one made in France before the 
Révolution and one made afterwards, and then to compare 
them. AMICO also provided examples of somewhat interactive 
quizzes and more sophisticated connoisseurship assignments for 
upper-lcvel seminar classes. Roberly Bell, at the Rochester Insti- 
tute of Technology, contributed several sample exercises. One 
provided a sériés of quotes from Rodin about ugliness and then 
asked students to fmd an image they considered ugly on AMICO 
and to “create a sketch, plan, maquette, or model for a sculpture 
representing your interprétation of Rodin’s idea of beauty.” In 
addition, some faculty members ask students to design online 
exhibitions using image databases, an option not suggested on 
AMICO or ARTstor.30 The substance of these assignments (the 
kinds of questions they ask students to explore in relation to the 
images) is not new, but the scope for efficient choice is. Students 
hâve long been asked to locate images and to write about them, 
but since reproductions are rarely indexed in a comprehensive 
way the process is often arduous and haphazard. Providing 

122



Parsons / What Lies Beyond the Slide Library?

students with properly catalogued databases of images encour­
ages them to consider visual research with the same critical 
research skills they would use to locate any other material.

Resources like ARTstor and MDID add new possibilities 
and they also présent new challenges. One question that has 
begun to emerge in the United States surrounds the “added 
value” component of course material. The grouping of images 
into a class présentation is a kind of intellectual work. Even 
more obvious is the addition of text in the form of annotations 
or longer panels to be included in présentations or as a study 
guide for students. Présentation and study sets can be saved on 
both MDID and ARTstor. Should we give faculty crédit for this 
work? If so, how might we do that? If faculty own this work, 
how will we ensurc they can take it with them if they change 
institutions? What are the intellectual property implications?

Questions about “added value” point to the merging of 
teaching and research within a climate of digital resources. 
Much of what has been said about teaching art history with 
digital resources also applies here. Research images without 
copyright clearance can be stored in MDID but noted as not 
cleared for use in classes. Présentation software can be used for 
conférence présentations. ARTstor is big enough to be really 
useful for research but, for this purpose, there are other useful 
databases that do not require subscriptions. Bill Gates’s much 
maligned Corbis or the equally maligned Bridgeman Art Li­
brary arc perfcct examples. These companies are so reviled in 
acadcmc because they now control images through a huge 
network of licensing agreements with libraries, muséums, and 
universities. Their structures limit access to reproductions and 
demand huge, and often impossible, user fees. However, used 
against the grain, they can also be quite valuable for scouting 
archives, locating originals, and for conducting iconographie 
research. They are not useful for classroom présentation, how­
ever, as the images are low-resolution and watermarked.

In fact, it is increasingly difficult to distinguish between 
teaching and research initiatives in the field of digital technol- 
ogy. The mandate and practices of The Media Center for Art 
History, Archaeology, and Historic Préservation at Columbia 
are indicative of the renewed effort to link both aspects of 
faculty work in a dynamic and serious way. A Canadian project 
similar to those at Columbia, though not initiated by a visual 
resource centre, is Pierre du Prey’s Architecture in the Classical 
Tradition, a website hosted by Queen’s University.31 This was an 
innovative early project funded by SSHRC and aided greatly by 
the archives and resources of the Canadian Centre for Architec­
ture. Du Prey’s site houscs hundreds of images, from photo- 
graphs to prints to ground plans, and enables users to chose 
chronological, thematic, or theoretical paths through the mate­
rial. The site also includes a hypertexted and illustrated glossary 
of architectural terms. Collaborative, additive, clear in its goals, 

and publicly available, it is a great example of new means of 
disseminating research.

At Princeton, it is the students who arc contributing con­
tent for a traditional research cum teaching resource. Working 
in conjunction with the Index of Christian Art, faculty mem- 
bers hâve been developing field research projects for students in 
which one of the goals is to collect needed images. The subscrip- 
tion costs for the Index help subsidize this field research to 
remote locations, but once students and faculty collect rare 
images, such as a sériés recently taken of an archeological site in 
an Israeli desert, those images can be available to anyone with 
paid remote access to the Index.32

Tentative Conclusions and Next Steps

One way to avoid succumbing to the overwhelming array of 
issues, potential problcms, and possibilities is for art depart- 
ments to set priorities and then crcatc rcasonable but ambitious 
one-year and five-year plans. There is a range of possible strate­
gies and priorities. Will one try to bring everyone a little way 
into the digital world, or focus on the needs of a few keen 
faculty members to pave the way? Will a department focus on 
local or campus-wide rcsourccs? (Two plans enable departments 
to link better with their larger community and to détermine 
how best to serve ail faculty and students over the long haul.)

One small VRC at the Fashion Institute of Technology in 
New York set and accomplished the following as their short 
term plan: it arranged for MDID to be customized by the 
Institute’s staff, idcntified 680 images needed for one course to 
be offered in the autumn semester, and scanned and entered ail 
data over the preccding summer. Because the number of people 
involved was small enough to allow them to stay in close com­
munication, the process was intense but fairly smooth. Because 
the project was initiated by a faculty member and tied to her 
teaching, the results were instantly useable.33 The longer-term 
plan was to subscribe to ARTstor. The working group therefore 
chose a faculty member who taught from the Institute’s own 
archives of fashion design, and thus produced unique content 
for future use. This project enabled FIT to gain a better sense of 
the equipment needed for installation in classrooms, the level of 
campus wide IT support needed for teaching, and the level of 
student support or résistance. Keeping the scope of the pilot 
project small lessened the level of inévitable frustration and 
disappointment.

A different one-year plan might ignore developing new 
content at first, and subscribe to a service like ARTstor instead. 
Devoting significant staff resources to facilitating ARTstor’s use 
might include the organization of workshops and online tools 
to help faculty learn the technology, and the offering of similar 
support for students so they do not flounder or continually 
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corne to faculty for support. Once faculty members are familiar 
with the image collections available through subscription they 
may be better able to identify any specialty material that needs 
to be added. This plan has the advantage of providing a huge 
archive of images quickly, which is particularly helpful if a 
department has a wave of new faculty. New faculty always hâve 
significant start-up needs as far as images are concerned, and it 
seems prudent and more cost-effective to encourage those needs 
to be filled digitally. New faculty may also hâve already taught 
digitally or, at the very least, may be more comfortable with the 
concept.

Every department will hâve to develop a plan that suits its 
particular strengths and needs, but the fact is that every depart­
ment needs a plan. While the best practices for integrating 
technology into teaching art history cannot operate on the 
edges of legality, that pervasive fear must not kcep us from 
exploring possibilities and devising créative, engaging, and legal 
solutions. We need these possibilities and solutions to enter the 
active and mainstream discourse of the discipline so that they 
can be debated and tested. Rather than concerning ourselves 
with whether digital technologies are good for art history, the 
time has corne to identify best practices.
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Notes
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