
Behind the walls of the 
Smithsonian’s Freer Gallery of Art, 
the museum’s chief digital offi cer 
takes a rare moment of rest at her 
desk, which is covered with a fl urry 
of Post-it notes and to-do lists.

Courtney O’Callaghan sits 
near a small table with a couple of 
coffee mugs, a miniature Buddha 
sculpture and a bottle of champagne 
from New Year’s Day, when the 
Arthur M. Sackler Gallery and 
Freer Gallery of Art celebrated 
the accomplishment of a 15-year-
old goal: to make their digitized 
collections available online for the 
fi rst time.

Last month, the museums 
released their entire collections of 
Asian and American art, which 
encompass over 40,000 works, 
including famed pieces like “The 
Peacock Room.” With the works 
online, the galleries hope to further 
the “democratization” of art by 
enabling more people than ever 
before to see their collections. 
The majority of the art that’s now 
available online has never reached 
gallery walls.

“We picked Jan. 1 and we said, 
‘This is it. There’s no going back,’” 
O’Callaghan said. “Whatever we 
had, we’d put that up on Jan. 1.”

Though O’Callaghan said the 
push to digitize the collections 
began roughly a year and a half ago, 
the fi rst move came in 2000, when 
the Freer and Sackler switched their 
archiving method from analog to 
digital.

From there, the fi rst works were 
photographed and saved in digital 
form – pulled out every so often for 
use in publications or brochures.

“The fi rst things were 
accidental,” O’Callaghan said. 
“We weren’t thinking about, 
‘We’re going to digitize our entire 
collection.’ When we realized that 
we really wanted to push ahead on 
sharing our art and digitizing and 
democratizing how art is shared 
with the general world community, 
we made plans on what to shoot 
and when and how.”

But it was no simple project: 
Not only is the collection massive, 
but it also contains many pieces that 
are so old, enormous or delicate that 
they can be diffi cult to photograph.

When O’Callaghan was hired 
in 2013, the galleries still had 
thousands of images left to be 
carefully removed from storage, 
arranged, photographed and 
downloaded.

O’Callaghan said the project 
took more than 10,000 hours of 
work.

“It was like being handed a 
3-year-old and being told, ‘Good 

luck,’” she said, laughing.
The process is lengthy and 

tedious – sometimes requiring 12-
hour workdays. But O’Callaghan 
said through a digital platform 
called Open F|S, the Freer and 
Sackler hope to make tens of 
thousands of works available to 
people who otherwise might never 
visit a gallery.

“For us, it means that we are 
starting to bring down some of 
the walls that exist for anyone 
who wants to enjoy the pieces,” 
O’Callaghan said. “It means we are 
lowering the barriers of fi nancial 
constraints, educational constraints, 
geographic constraints.”

On the Open F|S website, users 
are free to download any of the 
40,000 images for non-commercial 
purposes in the highest resolution 
available.

O’Callaghan, who said she sees 
digitization as a form of “activism,” 
said the online works may spur new 
innovations or inspire new artists.

“We don’t know what it means 
when people will see it. Perhaps 
someone will see a shard of tile and 
they will feel emboldened to create 

something that had not occurred to 
them before,” she said. “Perhaps it 
will encourage them to do so many 
things we just can’t even imagine.”

The Freer and Sackler are the 
fi rst of the Smithsonian Institution 
museums – and the fi rst Asian art 
museums in the world – to make 
their collections available online, 
joining a growing trend toward 
digitization.

The J. Paul Getty Museum 
in Los Angeles released its fi rst 
online collection in August 2013. 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
in New York followed suit with 
400,000 online images in May 2014.

In D.C., the American Museum 
of History released 7,000 images 
last May, and the National Gallery 
of Art’s open access program has 
made over 45,000 images available 
online since 2012.

Now in its third year, open 
access has logged more than 1 
million downloads.

Like the Freer and Sackler, the 
National Gallery’s images can be 
downloaded with a resolution of 
up to 4,000 pixels. But with open 
access, the art is free for all uses, 

even commercial.
Alan Newman, the head of 

digital imaging and visual resources 
at the National Gallery, said the 
free-use policy at open access 
adds another dimension to the 
democratization of art: the idea 
that, when possible, public viewing 
of art should not be limited due to 
copyright concerns.

“These are works that presume 
to be in the public domain. And 
what that means is that they belong 
to the people,” he said.

Like O’Callaghan, Newman 
thinks the digitization of art is a way 
to mitigate the disparity between 
those who have the ability to visit 
museums and those who do not.

“It’s not only digitization. What 
it really is is access,” Newman said. 
“If everybody has access to the same 
materials and is able in today’s 
world to publish and write about it, 
you have multiple voices and you 
do have democratization.”

The National Gallery’s head 
of digital imaging services, Peter 
Dueker, called the digital museum 
movement “Spotify for art.” He 
most frequently references the 

museum’s online archives while at 
his second job teaching black-and-
white fi lm photography at Catholic 
University.

“I know how hard it is for 
students and for teachers to get 
good quality images of works of 
art,” he said. “If you were learning 
how to paint or you’re learning the 
history of art, being able to sit at 
your computer and zoom in and see 
the brushstrokes and understand 
how it’s all constructed, that’s really 
amazing.”

The National Gallery has fi ve 
studios where works of art are 
photographed for the open access 
website.

In one of those studios last 
week, much of the wall was covered 
by a metal easel, which Dueker 
said is computer-controlled and 
used to photograph each painting 
in sections. Later, the sections are 
stitched together, a process he called 
“mosaic.”

At a desk in the center of the 
room, museum photographer 
Gregory Williams sat editing 
a recently shot photograph of 
Vincent Van Gogh’s “Green Wheat 
Fields, Auvers,” which he said he 
photographed in nine sections.

On the computer screen, the 
image served as an exact replica 
of the actual painting. Zooming 
into the photo, Williams pointed 
to microscopic cracks that sliced 
through the aging paint, and the 
curve of each brushstroke swelled 
on the screen, as if the artist had just 
completed the more than century-
old painting.

“You want to go into the 
gallery and you want to study the 
art, so you’re standing in front of 
it and you can get to it in a certain 
extent,” Dueker said. “But [the 
digital version] allows you to look 
at it in a different way, so it’s all 
complementary.”

For both the National Gallery 
and the Freer and Sackler, these fi rst 
digitized collections represent the 
beginning of an ongoing project.

Almost a month after 
the museum’s Jan. 1 release, 
O’Callaghan has yet to take more 
than a day off. Though the museum 
no longer has a 40,000-object 
backlog, O’Callaghan hopes to 
continue digitizing as the museum 
acquires new pieces, and to 
someday add 360-degree and three-
dimensional views to the website.

“Anything we have that we 
have written, collected or done 
should really be out there for 
people to use and understand,” 
she said. “Our goal is increasing 
and diffusing knowledge 
throughout the world, and if that 
is your goal, this is at this moment 
the best way to do it.”
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THIS WEEK IN 
GW HISTORY

Feb. 4, 2008: The Jack Morton Auditorium was featured in a fourth-quarter Super Bowl 
commercial. The Coca-Cola ad begins with Democratic strategist James Carville and 

former Republican Sen. Bill Frist butting heads at SMPA.

$3 BREWS HAPPY HOUR
Meridian Pint
Feb. 2 

If you’re not quite ready 
to let go of the weekend, 
head to Meridian Pint 
after dark for half-priced 
draft beers.

DJ SLIINK
U Street Music Hall
Feb. 4, $10

Sliink has shared the stage with 
A-Trak, Diplo, Skrillex and the 
like as his up-tempo style and 
relentless beats keep crowds 
coming back for more. 

VICEROY
9:30 Club
Feb. 5, $15

He’s remixed Passion Pit and 
been featured in music mags 
from Vice to Nylon to discuss 
his full-bodied, eclectic sound 
with hints of disco and funk.

ADVERTISEMENT

‘SPOTIFY FOR ART’: 
Museums move to digitize collections

TATIANA CIRISANO
HATCHET STAFF WRITER

What we’re watching: ‘Song One’

In the fi rst scene of 
the musical drama, “Song 
One,” a young Henry Ellis 
(Ben Rosenfi eld) is play-
ing a melancholy guitar 
tune in a dirty New York 
City subway tunnel. A 
passersby thoughtlessly 
tosses a coin in his guitar 
case while Henry blissful-
ly continues to play, seem-
ingly transported into a 
less cruel world.

It’s a wonderful, sim-
ple scene that sets up the 
false premise of the fi lm – 
a talented artist’s attempts 
to make a career for him-
self – and it seemingly 
foreshadows themes of art 
and survival.

Henry is then hit by a 
car and left in a coma, re-
vealing that his role is ac-
tually to introduce his ang-
sty sister, Franny (Anne 
Hathaway). “Song One” 
is about Franny’s attempts 

to deal with the potential 
loss of her brother by delv-
ing into his obsession with 
music. She meets James 
Forester (Johnny Flynn), a 
handsome indie musician 
whom Henry idolized.

Unsurprisingly, the 
two have a formulaic ro-
mance that is both dull 
and hollow. Worse is their 
attempt at quirky dia-
logue, which fails to add 
any color or depth to a 
fi lm sorely in need of both.

“Song One,” the debut 
feature of writer-director 
Kate Barker-Froyland, 
fares much better visu-
ally. The often vibrant 
portrayals of a nighttime 
New York City are its sav-
ing grace: There is a par-
ticularly beautiful scene in 
which Franny and James 
sing to each other on a 
bench while the blurred 
lights of the city glow in 
the background.

And admittedly, the 
music is pretty great. Fly-

nn displays a vocal ability 
that makes for a heartfelt, 
enjoyable soundtrack, and 
had the fi lm spent more 
time developing charac-
ters, it would be compa-
rable to the light, funny 
indie musical, “Begin 
Again.”

But “Song One” is too 
busy with Hathaway’s 
faux-mournful looks at 
Rosenfi eld’s comatose 
body and vaguely emo-
tional moments with her 
mother, Karen (Mary 
Steenburgen).

The movie’s preten-
tious take on grief and 
family only makes for 
some miserable viewing. 
Had the fi lm actually ex-
plored those issues, its 
morbid tone might be 
justifi ed. Instead, Henry’s 
coma simply is a plot de-
vice that ignites Franny 
and James’ romance and 
causes the audience to feel 
not only empty and bored, 
but oddly manipulated.

ERIC ROBINSON
HATCHET STAFF WRITER

NICOLE RADIVILOV | HATCHET STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER
The Smithsonian’s Freer and Sackler galleries have released their � rst online collection of Asian and American 
art, which took over 10,000 hours of work since their decision to switch to digital archiving in 2000. 

Released: Jan. 23
Director and writer: Kate Barker-
Froyland
Genre: Drama
Cast: Anne Hathaway, Mary 
Steenburgen, Johnny Flynn, Ben 
Rosen� eld
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If everybody has access to the same materials and is able in 
today’s world to publish and write about it, you have multiple voices 

and you do have democratization.
ALAN NEWMAN

Head of digital imaging and visual resources,
National Gallery of Art


