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Slide 1: title page

In the last several years, archivists have moved from talking about users, to analyzing audience, and now to thinking about community. We have always had two-way conversations with individual researchers (our “users”). It’s part of the reward and fun of working in this field. Once we started putting things on the Web—especially images, which is the focus of my talk today--we began to talk about “audience” instead of users, but those early attempts -- and many of our continuing ones -- were really one-way streets: we sent our stuff out there and tried our best to make sure that people found it. If we were really lucky, they emailed us or showed up at our ref desk to use the “real stuff.” 
With Flickr, Flickr Commons and other Web 2.0 technologies, we can now be part of a widely diverse community, engage in two-way conversations, and connect with people’s interests and special knowledge. We can learn and enhance our collections as part of the process, but it’s definitely going to change our workflow.
Slide 2: Flickr Commons

I’m here today more as a representative of the Brooklyn Museum Flickr Commons project than as the person who implements our presence there. The project has been a collaborative one from start to finish. Our Technology chief, Shelley Bernstein, was and is the “sparkplug” who both conceives of projects and figures out how to accomplish them. Angie Park, our archivist, provides content and, with the help of Ed McLoughlin, a long-time volunteer, responds to community comments and questions. I’m in charge of the Museum’s Digital Lab, where we create digital content and metadata, so I provide batches of images and crunch the metadata into a form where it can be loaded into Flickr Commons. I’ve talked to both Angie and Shelley in preparing this talk, so I hope that I’ll be able to present a rounded view of what it took to get to where we are today. If need be, I can take your questions back to them, but Shelley’s going to standing by on Twitter to field any tech questions we want answers to right away.
Slide 3: blended account

I should mention that we have a “blended” account, so our Flickr and Flickr Commons sets appear together. Part of the idea of community is being more than just collections – we’re people, ideas, diverse opinions, and activities, not just objects, archives, and images. People who join the Brooklyn Museum group on Flickr or navigate to our page get a global view of the Museum. If they’re interested just in our Commons images, they’re there as a “collection.”
Slide 4. Flickr collections

The Museum’s presence on Flickr started back in 2006, with our Graffiti show, where we had a wall in the galleries for people to create a graffiti mural. Pictures of the wall went up on Flickr – 357 of them, with nearly 67,000 views. All kinds of events and behind-the-scenes pictures followed  and continue to be part of our Flickr pages. 
Slide 5: Brooklyn Bridge project
Late in 2006, we launched a grant-funded web project, digitizing  everything in the art, libraries, and archives collections that related to the Brooklyn Bridge and presenting them as a “digital collection”  on the Museum website. 
Slide 6: BB community
We provided an email link for the project and soon started getting messages saying, “look at my cool Brooklyn Bridge images,” which inspired us to launch a group pool on Flickr and link it back to the “Community” tab on the Museum’s Brooklyn Bridge page. Within a month we had 99 members and more than 450 images. There are now 399 members and 1729 images. 
Slide 7: Flickr Egypt
Then, in spring 2008, Shelley and I started talking about Flickr Commons. What did we have that stood up to the “no known copyright restrictions” standard and was digitized and ready to go? And it had to be photographs, not just any works from our art collection. For a number of reasons, the photographs in the Museum collection were out of the running at the time, but we had thousands of great images from the early 20th century that we had digitized during a multi-year Mellon Museum Archives initiative grant that started in 2000. They were already on our website, but not getting a lot of traffic (more on that later). Metadata was available in Access. A natural. Shelley talked to the Flickr Commons “peeps” to set up our membership and make sure that we were in line with what they wanted. We were, after all, only the third organization to join, after the Library of Congress and the Powerhouse Museum. 

Slide 8: Flickr Paris
With the help of Angie Park, we zeroed in on the groups we wanted to release first--things that would make a splash, like scenes of Egypt and hand-colored lantern slides of the Paris Exposition of 1900. I crunched the Access data and exported formatted captions to a Excel spreadsheet and created a set of JPG derivatives. Shelley, using various Flickr apps, uploaded the images, added the captions, and defined sets for gradual release. The whole thing took only about 3 months to implement.  
So now we were on the Commons. We were getting lots of hits (more on that later) and lots of comments. Flickr Commons is not static – it’s not load it and forget it. You’re right in the middle of the community and if you’re there, you can’t be a lurker.
Point 1: Listen to the community

Slide 9: Comments
We had to keep in mind the mission of Flickr Commons, which meshes nicely with the Brooklyn Museum’s own commitment to community:

The key goals of The Commons on Flickr are to firstly show you hidden treasures in the world's public photography archives, and secondly to show how your input and knowledge can help make these collections even richer. You're invited to help describe the photographs you discover in The Commons on Flickr, either by adding tags or leaving comments.
Here are a few examples of comments in response to our Paris Exposition images (and yes, we also get lots of generic “great,” “beautiful,” and “wow” comments, too). Some are traditional archives researchers, whose job we’ve just made easier, others are “just folks” who are using our images in ways that would never have happened pre-Web, pre-Flickr.
Well, I've just gone through this set. The exposition looks extraordinary. I'm now thinking I'd love to go to Paris to see what's left.

I'm an art history graduate student and I'm currently working on a project which is largely based on elements of Paris 1900. These images are extremely helpful and I'm very grateful to you for posting them. Many thanks!

Some years back I read a travelogue about Paris Expo 1900 by a traveler from [the] sub continent. . . . since then I always longed to see some visuals of this Expo. 

An interesting article on the Expo here (link). 

Thanks for making these images available on Flickr. I am working on a film about Claude Debussy and may find some of your images very helpful. I will let you know!

This architectural style and splashy wild color scheme was in use on animal carousels.  . . .  One immediately wonders what pageants and shows went on under that dome canopy with the sunlight creating even more color from above.

Used it for Part 2 of my new story, "Portals, Dreams And Scruples." Here is the link ... but please be sure to read Part 1, first. The image is outstanding and irresistible! Hope you really enjoy my fictional writing.

Point 2: Respond
Slide 10: listen, respond, research, correct, track
Of course, it isn’t just comments. It’s also corrections. Like many image collections, our lantern slides had minimal – or no – captions. We knew who had created and acquired them and the approximate dates, so copyright was clear, but in many instances, including the entire Paris Exposition set, we created captions by researching the images in published resources. Intern Katie Kennedy worked on this project for an entire year and I can tell you that at that time, only a few years ago, there was almost nothing about the Paris Exposition of 1900 on the Web. 

People had questions and opinions about spellings, some of which have changed in the last century (that bridge should be ID’d as Iena, not Jena), building identifications, image contents (are those two men Swiss guards?). Each comment and question had to be researched and answered. Captions were updated and the updates flagged as coming from Flickr. 
This continues to be labor intensive – something that we’ve grappled with, given our small staff. Shelley Bernstein wrote about the ramifications in a blog post – the URL is on your handout. Angie has logged more than seventy reference requests to date – and didn’t start counting until she realized how much traffic Flickr was going to generate. 
A revealing note on the interaction between tech folks and archivists showed up in the Flickr Commons discussion: 
On updates, and techs to archivists: Thanks Pete! I'll forward your notes to our archivists.. do you happen to have any other photo documentation of the Palace of Horticulture? Those archivists love it when I can hand them evidence to back my wild claims of incorrectitude ;)

All of this activity points up the strength of reaching out to community rather than waiting for them to come to you.

Point 3: Build on the interaction

Slide 11: build on the interaction
One thing we’ve learned, both in Flickr Commons and on our own collection pages, is that people respond strongly to images and tell you that they don’t much like it when you give them catalog information with no picture. Images get tagged within hours of being loaded. I sometimes feel like there’s a pack of image-hounds out there, just waiting for the next thing. Tagging pictures. Filling images with notes. Leaving comments. 
We bring Flickr tags back to our own website and they become part of each image’s catalog record. Catalog data corrections, likewise.
Point 4: set your collections free

Slide 12: mashups
On Flickr, we encourage people to reuse our images and ask them to let us know when they do. 

Some examples: Shelley picked up on Brian Karpuk (a.k.a. newsburgler on flickr), who created a walk-thru of the World's Columbian Exposition on his blog and mashed up our images into a panorama to give a better sense of how all these buildings fit together. Angie has been in touch with people working on exhibitions, broadcasts, blogs, documentary films, DVDs, t-shirts, posters, and books. People often provide links in their comments. 

Since they’re in the public domain, no permission is needed, but we do provide higher resolution images when requested – at a price. It’s one of the ways the Museum supports programs like digitizing more collections. And this led to one of the internal tensions about the project: image size. We originally loaded JPGs that are 1200 pixels on the long side, so that Flickr users could see lots of detail. 
Slide 13: Flickr full size
The decision was made without discussion among the various stakeholders – library, archives, merchandising, rights and reproduction — and came back to bite us a bit, later on, with some annoyance there. I had to raise my hand in a meeting and ‘fess up.  
Slide 14: our full size
Images on our website are 800 pixels max. Should we be providing Flickr images larger than those on the Museum website? Are 1200 pixel JPGs usable for projects where people might otherwise need to come to us and pay for a TIFF? Is the amount of income that we might generate large enough that the size trade-off makes sense? These are questions we’re still thinking about. 
Point 5: Bring it to the community

Some would ask: why not just put the collections on your own website and make sure that they’re indexed and findable? There are a number of answers to this:
Cross-collection access—we’ve dreamed of this for years; now it has come to us. It may not be the giant Boolean-capable database in the sky that early dreamers wanted, but it works.

Go where the people are – don’t expect them to come find you.

More people, more hits. Our images are both on our website and on Flickr Commons. I asked Shelley to compare a few images that had lots of hits on Flickr. She responded: “this was actually harder than I thought, but the results were stunning, so I kept digging. Get ready for a mind blowing.” She notes that these stats are not apples to apples – we’ve been on Flickr Commons for more than a year now and our website stats start a few months later, when we released them in our Collection on the Web. Here are just a few examples. And yes, they’re stunning.
Slide 15: Bird’s eye view from the Ferris wheel: Museum: 9 Flickr: 3313

Slide 16: View of the Ferris Wheel structure: Museum: 21 Flickr: 9916
Slide 17: A boat for American tourists at Luxor: Museum: 1 Flickr: 5981

Slide 18: Eiffel Tower and Celestial Globe Museum: 25 Flickr 15,200

Yes, our website gets indexed, but, as Shelley says, Flickr gets indexed really fast and has been out there longer with a very specific photo-centric audience. If you want the website traffic, go where the people go, and the more places the better. And if they can find you on Google images, all the better.
Slide 19: old

I should also note that we originally released these images on our website in 2006, after a 4-year development process and long before we had collection on the Web or any Web 2.0 bells and whistles. I don’t have stats for those pages, but can tell you that we got almost no response – requests to reproduce, research inquiries, kudos – dead silence. 
Slide 20: new

While the hits don’t come close to Flickr hits, the Museum’s current Collections pages are the busiest part of our website, with an active “posse” of collections mavens who find the website engaging enough to return to again and again and tag every image as soon as it’s loaded.
Slide 21: Flickr
With Flickr, linked in to the Museum website, we can reach a much wider audience, introduce them to our collections and to our staff, very likely get them to try out our website, and perhaps even encourage them to schedule an actual visit to the bricks and mortar Museum next time they’re in New York. And we can get to know them as members of our community.
Slide 22: links

So finally: Is it worth it?

What’s your goal for your image collections? A small cadre of dedicated scholars doing serious, in-depth  research? Or the broader world of enthusiasts, amateurs, browsers, and, yes, students, scholars, and researchers as well?  Can archives continue in a passive role (if we create a finding aid, they will come) or should we get out into the active scrum of the Web and start playing with our community? I think the latter. It’s new work, and yes -- it’s more work, but it’s an exciting opportunity.
Resources:

Flickr Commons: www.Flickr.com/commons
Staff blog posts on the Brooklyn Museum's experience with Flickr Commons: http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/community/blogosphere/bloggers/tag/flickrcommons
Flickr Commons discussion group: http://www.flickr.com/groups/flickrcommons
Flickr Commons blog: http://www.indicommons.org/ 
Flickr Commons institutions: http://www.flickr.com/groups/flickrcommons/discuss/72157611349183205/
Flickr Commons posse and tags on the Brooklyn Museum website: http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/community/posse/profiles/Flickr
Brooklyn Museum Libraries and Archives collections pages: http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/archives/
The old (2006) Brooklyn Museum archives web pages: http://web.archive.org/web/20060221012834/www.brooklynmuseum.org/research/digital-collections/goodyear/browse/exposition 
Brooklyn Bridge project Flickr group/community page: http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/research/digital-collections/brooklynbridge/community/ 
Blog posting on the effects of Flickr Commons on staff: http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/community/blogosphere/bloggers/2008/12/04/flickr-commons-coping-with-a-small-staff-and-community-ideals/ 

