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Chapter One

Considering Your Project

Much of the art handling done in museums, commercial galleries, and in the art-service industry could be considered “projects” that require project management skills. That is because there is nothing typical about an exhibition, an installation, or an art move. Each task is unique and often has its own budget and specific requirements as do the circumstances around the task. There is no autopilot or cruise control when working with art objects. When working with art objects, one always has to make decisions based on best practices and calculations based on risk. If one works with the movement and installation of art objects and collections, there is rarely a day where one can get through the job without encountering a new situation where creative decision-making comes into play. If you work with art objects, then your typical workday is spent managing several small projects that make up your job. We often don’t consider it that way, since all we are doing is our job. You could be a preparator installing a gallery, a registrar scheduling a traveling exhibition, an operations manager clearing a storage space, or you could be an art handler on a truck that may have a half dozen separate smaller projects throughout your day, including packing a crate to installing a painting in several different homes and offices. Each of these tasks requires the handling and movement of differing artworks, and all require organization, planning, teamwork, leadership, decision-making, an understanding of risk management, time, and labor evaluations as well as an understanding of best practices for packing pieces and materials in relation to the object and budget. Most art handlers learn their jobs through apprenticeship and in-field training. Their decision-making may be based on institutional rules, but the creativity in problem-solving is always intuitive. Most art handlers understand the requirements of their jobs and are adept at decision-making and creative solutions without considering that these skills are the basis of all project management.

At some point, an art handler is asked to take on more responsibility. They are asked to lead crews of ever-increasing size, and they are asked to manage or lead projects of ever-increasing complexity. At some point, they will be asked to start analyzing projects for quotes; estimate time, labor, and materials; and outline jobs for budgets and scheduling purposes.

Throughout the world, there are hundreds of thousands of art-handling and trucking companies, storage warehouses, commercial galleries, auction houses, and museums from large to small as well as foundations and private collectors, and the process I have described—an escalation in decision-making and responsibility—is happening every day to some young art handler. Sometimes it happens so rapidly that there is no time to understand what you are being asked to do or to consider the differences and similarities between the jobs or projects that you are being asked to manage.

Working with art objects is complex and challenging. Fortunately, there is a basic method or approach to most tasks involving art objects that, once understood, allows an art handler to unlock the riddle of the most complex tasks. By understanding and mastering the basic similarities that each event presents, we allow ourselves greater capacity to make connections between each task’s variables. This is the understanding required that will lead to your success as a project manager.

In this chapter, I will discuss how to identify your project, what distinguishes a project, what the standard projects are in the visual arts, what characteristics define project types, and, most importantly, what our projects have in common and how they differ.

Projects share core similarities that every good project manager needs to understand, but it is the ability to perceive and plan for the differences and the variables and to understand the contingencies a project presents that will turn a good project manager into a great one. How do we learn about core similarities and variables? Personally, I believe what constitutes the simplest also constitutes the most complex and varies only in repetition. What is an art-service project, for example, other than the coordinated handling of artwork?


LEARNING TO HANDLE ARTWORK BY LOOKING FOR SHARED CHARACTERISTICS

We don’t learn to handle artwork by learning about every possible contingency. If that were necessary to make a quality decision, we would never be ready to handle art. We learn about handling art by first learning the universal or shared characteristics of an art object as well as how those characteristics pertain to our body and the objects movement. We first learn to look for an object’s utilitarian areas. These are the non-art areas that all objects have in common and that are used for handling or placement. This is the area that is not easily visible and that is intended to be touched and used to hang or move an object.

Pick up a coffee cup. The thick bottom ring that it sits on is utilitarian, but the handle is decorative. Now, look at the back and edges of a painting frame. The decorative or gilt will end at a point just beyond the viewers’ vision, and you are left with plain wood where you can hold the frame without damaging the decorative elements. Of course, we learn that we can’t just grab an object even at its utilitarian edges. We have to also consider the object’s weight, dimensions, and center of balance. Then we have to consider the fragility of the object and the multiple parts that make up the whole. We analyze the object as a series of relationships and how those relationships are impacted when moving the object along a plane. Of course, the thought process is more along the lines of “This painting is well-framed, with no loose parts. I can easily and safely lift and move it from here to there without assistance.” When does assistance come into play? Assistance is your response to variables. The variables are the internal relationships of the object as they are affected by an environment. Is the painting too wide for one person to lift or too heavy? Is the distance too great? Are there too many loose parts that need to be removed? Is the utilitarian area not obvious?

Even the most experienced art handler will encounter new objects regularly. They need to ask the same basic questions on how best to handle a specific object. They answer those questions by looking for what we understand as shared or universal characteristics of the art object. That is because we bracket the meaning of the object as “Art Object,” which implies shared characteristics that implies a shared approach. Once we understand and analyze how the contingencies of the object match with the universal expectations of similar known objects, we are prepared to handle it.

What does this mean? It means that the known “office chair” that I am sitting on right now has shared or universal characteristics with the known “artwork chair,” but by choosing “artwork” as one of the parameters, I have changed the contingencies that I have to consider to move this specific chair. I will not drag the “art chair” across the floor as I would the “office chair” for instance, but I instead will lift from the strongest non-art structural element. Then the type expands into specific chairs and specific “art chairs,” some of which I have never seen before, but as long as they share the universal characteristic “chair,” I will have guidelines to work from. The type “art chair” shares characteristics with “chair” but also with “art.” As with the chair, art will have universal defining characteristics that we will need to consider prior to any movement. For most people, the first encounter with a specific type may cause a delayed analysis while the art handler figures out the problem of “How is this chair handled?” Once that question has been answered, the art handler may never have to ask that question for this type of chair again, but what is important to take from all of this is that a skilled art handler will be able to analyze the proper methods for moving and handling any art object, known or unknown, by understanding the objects universal characteristics.

We prepare ourselves as art handlers by understanding the universal requirements of art handling. It is the same with projects and project management. We best understand how to manage our specific project by understanding how to manage all projects.




IDENTIFYING YOUR PROJECT

The technical description of a project is that it is a managed task separate from your usual workflow. It is a series of coordinated and scheduled events with a single purpose leading to a desired result that has a start date, an end date, and a set budget. What is different between art-object projects and other industry projects is that there is either a clearer line between what work and project is or the job is a series of continuing and overlapping projects, such as in advertising. If we think in those terms, then much of what our industries average preparator or collection manager does on a daily basis could be considered a project. Most work tasks that could be defined as projects have a similar structure. We analyze and estimate art industry projects by balancing time, labor, and space. Art industry projects usually involve art collection relocations. This would be the movement and handling of artwork outside of your institution’s normal schedule of exhibitions and movement to and from storage. If, for example, you manage a commercial gallery and you install eight exhibitions a year, you would consider this your regular work. Adding an art fair or a standalone exhibition to your schedule outside of your gallery might be considered a project. This would depend on the normalcy and frequency of these events for your institution. If you were renovating your storerooms and all artwork needed to be removed and returned after the renovation is complete, then you would officially have a project outside of your normal work schedule. In addition to the artwork, there is usually non-artwork, such as cabinets and furniture, which will also need to be moved. The movement of non-art may be a project but not what would be considered an art industry project. What separates art and non-art movement is the detail of the care and documentation that is required. Consider that during a renovation or relocation furniture and storage equipment is often upgraded, and the removal of the existing non-art objects could be as simple as calling a crew with a dumpster to clear out the space and then paying an outside company for new furniture as well as delivery and installation. Non-art may be outside your normal work routine, but it is a minor inconvenience compared to an artwork relocation. Relocations can be internal or external, large or small, but the structure of the project will remain the same. You need to identify what needs to be moved, where it needs to be moved to, when it needs to be moved, and when or if it needs to return. Tasks required for these events, such as what handling and packaging, are required, and the documentation of the objects is important and is consistent throughout all art industry projects.

What differentiates art industry projects from each other is their details and the variables that create the differences between what could be very similar project structures. The variables impact the project plan and can create substantial swings in the project budget. Every project, even similar projects, have unique variables, and even projects that appear to be diametrically opposed will share more commonalities than you would expect. If you can grasp the commonalities that are shared by all projects and understand that project management is based on controlling these core elements and then expanding off of them to include specific project variables, you will be well on your way to becoming a top art-service project manager. In this chapter, we will discuss and compare the basic similarities of standard art-industry core projects. All projects will be internal or external, one way or two way, contracted or in-house, and long term or short term, or some combination of all of these.

As complicated as that might sound, it all starts with hanging and packing a single painting.


Comparing Hanging a Painting with Installing a Gallery Exhibition

Many of us in the art-service industry start off our careers by being asked to hang a painting. This is either done in a commercial or museum gallery or in someone’s home while we are working for a commercial art-service company. Hanging a painting is as basic as it gets in our industry, but if you think of it as a simple project, then all the tools for managing a major project are evident. Let’s consider the similarities and variables of hanging a single painting versus installing an exhibition.

You have just started working in a commercial gallery, and they have asked you to hang a painting in their showroom. It is 10 am, and you are told the painting needs to be hung by noon. You are given the information on the painting, and you check its location and see that it is in the galleries on-site storage. First, you check the painting to make sure that its hanging hardware—metal straps called d-rings on the back of the painting—are in place. Then you check the location and the path from storage to the location to make sure they are clear and ready for the painting. Next, you locate your installation tools and hardware and move them to the hanging location. You then secure a side truck or A-frame to move the painting from storage to the installation location. You sign the painting out in the storage logbook and enter the date and destination. You measure the distance between the hardware on the back of the painting, and you measure from the hardware to the bottom of the painting frame and document the dimensions. You check with the person who asked to have the painting hung for the height they would like the painting hung, and they tell you centered at sixty inches or eye level. Using low-tack painters tape, you mark the sixty inches from the floor off on the wall centered where the painting will be hung. You then measure up from the floor and out to mark off the locations for the painting’s hardware on the walls. After checking your measurements again against the painting, you install hanging hooks on the wall and remove the tape. You then attach the painting’s d-rings to the hooks and check to be sure that the painting is level. You then move all hanging equipment out of the way of the painting’s area, and you ask the person that requested the installation to review it before you clean up. They OK the hanging at 11 am, and you clean up an hour ahead of schedule. You return to your desk and send an email to the gallery registrar letting them know that the painting has been moved from storage to the showroom.

What actually happened here? You were given a project with set goals and a set budget, if you consider time allowed as your budget. You also have a scheduled set start and end to your project. You performed a site visit and evaluated your path as well as your transportation and material requirements. You made sure to document all object movement. You checked in with your stakeholder throughout the project so that there were no misunderstandings. You asked for a final review and confirmation before ending the project, and you know that you came in under budget because you were given two hours to complete the task and you only used one hour. If you were asked at some future time to quote how many similar paintings you could hang in a two-hour period, you could now confidently say two paintings, based on your experience. Though you may not know it, what happened was that to hang a single painting, you had to approach the task as you would approach the planning of a project. If you had had to list the steps required to complete your hanging, it would have looked surprisingly similar to a major project punch list. After reviewing what you have done to complete this task successfully, you might identify the key steps and generate a checklist to remind yourself of the steps you took. Below is a basic checklist that you can expand on as you gain experience and knowledge.


PROJECT CHECKLIST


	Identify goals

	Confirm budget

	Confirm start and end dates

	Review objectives with stakeholders

	Perform site visit and identify obstacles

	Consider variables

	Review object requirements

	Review site requirements

	Review material and equipment needs

	Confirm documentation of object movement

	Review results with stakeholders





Now you are being asked to hang a similar painting for your gallery but this time at a local museum. You are given one day to hang the painting, and you will be delivering it yourself with the gallery’s vehicle. You need to prepare the painting for transportation, and you need to calculate the time required to drive to the museum to schedule a start time and anticipate an end time. You need to confirm there is equipment at the museum to move the painting from the gallery vehicle to the location, and you need to account for parking and check-in time as well as time required to move the painting to the location. You may have been told that there are certain restrictions in the museum galleries, no headphones, for instance, but if it is not brought up, you would ask. You are aware that this is a museum, so you should act differently than you would in your own space. You’ll be overly polite and ask questions and permissions before any movement, and you’ll keep chatter and noise to a minimum. You are doing this because you are your galleries representative in the museum. Everything else is similar to the gallery hanging regarding process and time except the time required for travel and movement and time and cost for packing and unpacking. You would have visited the museum to check the location, or you would have verbally requested information on the space. You would want to know the wall’s construction and the authorized hanging hardware. You would want to know the hours of operation and if there are any restrictions on movement or hours when work had to stop. You would ask to be informed of any restrictions to the space that could affect your hanging.

What happened here? The hanging part of the job required the same amount of time, but you needed to expand your site visit and your time and costs rose based on travel, transportation, and materials. You would still check with your stakeholder on the progress and final signoff on the hanging, and you will have discussed the hanging and probably documented it for the gallery supervisor that sent you to the museum. By adding the additional element of the museum, your stakeholders have doubled and now include the gallery and the museum. A new element was also introduced as you needed to be aware of the museum’s protocols. Your gallery may have protocols that could include dress codes and noise reduction, but you needed to acknowledge and possibly adjust to the new environment. On your project checklist, you may now want to add “review location protocols” to your go-to list of items to review when starting any project.

You have done such a fabulous job on the two hangings that your gallery supervisor has asked you to install a small show of ten paintings and then pack the show at the end to ship to local collectors. They have asked you to estimate the time for installation and the materials for shipping. You’ve got this! You have done this twice now, so you have an idea of the time and materials required to install a painting, and you’ve packed one painting for transportation, and therefore you have an idea of the time and materials for packing. You may think you only need to multiply each item by ten and you would have your budgets. That’s almost right but not exactly, because you need to take the variables into account. Ask yourself what are the variables or the differences between hanging one painting centered on a wall and hanging ten paintings relating to each other and what the difference is between packing one painting and packing ten paintings. When hanging ten paintings, you now have to have an installation plan. The paintings need to be staged in the space for review, and the layout needs to be agreed upon. Staging requires additional time and materials and needs to be accounted for in your budget and timeline. Once a layout had been accepted, the paintings needed to be installed as you did previously with measurements, taking the placement of a painting relating to the floor and wall into consideration, but once the second painting needs to be hung, measurements also need to be taken considering the space relationship between paintings. Spacing and balance become important; therefore, a new element has been added that adds labor and time that also needs to be taken into consideration. Also, you now have more paintings that need to be kept or staged somewhere away from the immediate installation area while you are hanging. You need to be concerned about damaging the artwork while you are working with tools, so you are still assessing risk. However, you need to have a place close by that is safely away from activity, so your space requirements have increased. You need a staging area. If you went with your original idea of using the time you required to move and install one painting, which was one hour, you would require ten hours to hang the ten paintings, but knowing that you will spend more time measuring between paintings, you would want to visualize what that would require. You need to hang a painting first, then measure off that painting and the floor to find the location for the painting next to it, and then remove the first painting from the wall while you attach hardware. Then hang both paintings again and measure between to make sure the distances are correct and the paintings are properly centered before you continue the process removing the painting closest to the labor. The only actual additional labor added was removing, staging, and rehanging the painting next to the hanging. If that activity adds ten minutes to the process, it is about a 16 percent increase in time per object. If you account for the time required to make sure spacing is correct and that paintings are centered and consider that rehanging a painting might be a contingency, then you may want to add a few more minutes to the hanging time for adjustments and 5 percent to the total time for contingencies. If you round your 16 percent up to 20 percent to account for adjustments, then each painting requires seventy-two minutes to hang for a total of 720 labor minutes plus a 5 percent contingency for rehanging that would come to 756 minutes for only the hanging of your paintings. This totals 12.6 hours. You work a seven-hour day, and this totals 1.8 days, or almost two days. You still need to consider the layout of the paintings. You will need to prepare blocks for them to sit on and lay the paintings around the room for your supervisor or director to review. You know there will be changes and interruptions, and therefore, you cannot quote this as straight labor. You need to allow a block of time that could be four hours to even a full day. For ten paintings, allowing four hours should be sufficient, but for the quote, you want to be prepared for any contingency or delay; therefore, you estimate it as three days instead of two and a half days, since this will disrupt your work availability for three full days. You would have other questions for the person requesting the installation. Will the walls need to be touched up? Will they expect you to light the paintings? Is signage required? You do need to account for cleanup of the space and removal of your materials and equipment as well. If you confirm that you are only installing the paintings, you can consider three days sufficient to include cleanup as you know you have at least three hours of contingency built into the project. If you need to touch up the walls and light the paintings, you would consider adding a fourth day. You are then asked if this could happen any quicker. Some of your time is set, such as your half-day for layout, and you know you cannot hang any faster, but you could add another art handler to reduce time. Increasing labor reduces time, at least up to a point. If, for example, the paintings are divided among four walls in a room, two art handlers could each hang two walls in half the time. Except when you discover that the paintings hung do not align because of a lack of communication. Whenever more than one person works on a project, one person needs to assume control and direct the actions of the others. This requires stopping what you are doing to check and confirm what they are doing. This is quality and labor control, and it is necessary when more than one person is involved in any art movement or installation. Instead of having one person install over three days—one for layout, and two for hanging—you could suggest two art handlers for two days with a full day for hanging and a full day for layout and cleanup.

Congratulations, you just completed your first quote by using the known time for labor and extending the time by considering the variables. Another way of saying this is you considered the time between tasks as additional time required to complete the task.

Now you need to quote your packing. This seems straightforward. You need “x” amount of materials, and now you need ten times that amount. This may be true; it is what has remained consistent, but consider packing the single painting and consider what changes when you pack ten of them. What are the variables that have changed? In this case, the variable is your volume, and volume does affect space. You need to consider not just the time and materials but also the additional space required for staging and tabling the paintings. Tabling is laying an object flat on a surface to pack it either face down or face up. Space is a requirement that limits labor but does not increase labor. This means that if your space was large enough to table and stage all ten paintings, you could have ten art handlers do this in one hour. If the space was half the size, then five art handlers could do this pack in two hours. If you could only pack one painting at a time, then one art handler could pack the ten paintings in ten hours. Regardless of how quickly the pack occurs, it will always be ten labor hours—10 × 1, or 5 × 2, or 1 × 10. However, the size of the space will never increase your time element on its own; by this, I mean the size of the space will not increase the packing time if the same number of packers are packing. Therefore, if one packer can pack one painting in one hour and the space shrinks by 50 percent but there is still room to pack the painting, the size change will not require additional time to pack. Eventually, a reduction in size may make a pack impossible or risky, but time is not affected.

Again, congratulations! You went from hanging and packing a single painting to quoting a small installation and a small pack by understanding the basic similarities and looking for the variables and contingencies. On your project checklist, you have identified and confirmed your budget as one of your first steps. Now that you are familiar with the timing required, you would want to add “Quote project for time and labor” to your list, even if a quote is not required from you. It is important for you to know that you have enough resources on hand to successfully complete the project prior to starting. Think back to when you were given two hours to hang a painting that only required one hour. That worked to your advantage, but imagine if you were told you had thirty minutes to hang the painting. That day, you would not have known that you were under-budgeted. Now you can confidently say, in advance, that the time, materials, and labor allotted are sufficient or insufficient prior to the start of your job. It is important to be able to do this with confidence. Reviewing the budget with your own quote gives you that confidence. Your checklist will now look similar to the one below.


PROJECT CHECKLIST BASED ON QUOTE


	Identify goals

	Confirm budget

	Quote labor, materials, and time for budget

	Confirm start and end dates

	Review objectives with stakeholders

	Perform site visit and identify obstacles

	Review location protocols

	Consider variables

	Review object requirements

	Review site requirements

	Review material and equipment needs

	Confirm documentation of object movement

	Review results with stakeholders





You are now on your way to bigger projects. Let’s start to identify what those projects could be.




Comparing Internal with External Move Projects

You will be asked to complete projects that never leave your building or stay in-house, and you will have projects that need to leave the building and travel to a second location. Often, projects will have elements of both. Some objects cannot leave an institution because of value or fragility while all other objects need to be removed. Beyond the obvious, what are the characteristics of each of these types of projects? How are they different, and how are they the same?

An internal move has the object staying inside its institution while an external move has the object traveling somewhere outside of its institution.

Let us say you receive a request to relocate an art object, the objects move is documented, and appropriate packaging and transportation are used to ensure the safety of the object. The object is inspected before movement, and at the receiving end, the object is again inspected and accepted by signing the proper documentation. The object’s new location is then entered into the institution’s database. Was this an internal or an external move? It is impossible to tell from the description of the core requirements since internal and external moves share the same basic ones. Therefore, what’s different between these two moves?

The format and basic structure of the moves are similar, but the variables change. The variables are the packaging and protection—from the elements and the transportation used to get the requested object from point “A” to point “B.” The greater the distance from point “A,” the greater the requirement of protective packaging and the greater the cost of transportation. An internal move needs no protection from the elements. It does need a mode of transportation, usually something hand-powered, such as a dolly, a side truck, or an A-frame such as a palette jack or forklift, which may also be necessary. In all cases, the object needs to be secured and protected from vibration. It is inspected and signed out from its location, and it then travels to its destination where it is again inspected and signed for. The process is documented, and the object’s new location is entered in the institution’s database.

If the object was traveling locally, it would require basic soft packing to protect it from handling. Traveling locally implies that the object is traveling no more than a few hours, and it can be unpacked the same day it travels. This allows for the use of non-archival, short-term materials such as cardboard. These are materials you would not want in contact with the object for an extended period of time. Basic non-archival materials are the industry standard for short-term, basic softpacking. This is based primarily on their protective qualities for the short-term, along with their low cost. Basic soft packing usually implies a slipcase or jacket on a 2D object or a box with foam and tissue for a 3D object. Larger 2D and 3D objects may require basic crating; this usually means it is traveling in a travel frame, a slat crate, or one-way crating. This is only necessary if the surface is fragile or the object requires bracing to stay in place. Transportation for the object would be a climate-controlled straight truck intended for local transportation. The object would still require a condition report and signatures on the hand-off. It would still require documentation of location. All that has changed is the mode of transportation and the protection of the objects.

If the object were traveling nationally, it would require a larger straight truck or a tractor-trailer. Packing would increase to full and closed crates. If the object was not returning, this could be a one-way crate, which means screw closures and they often lack gasketing under the lid. If the object was returning, you would want a twoway or exhibition crate, which has a bolt closure and gasketing. The bolt closure prevents the stripping and breaking of screws that occurs with screw-closure crates. If your object was traveling cross country or internationally, then the transportation would be by air, and full crates are required. The documentation required also increases when the object needs to travel great distances and cross borders. Increased paperwork includes government requirements on both ends. This is usually tax paperwork or a pro forma invoice as well as infestation program stamps and screening documentation.

Generally, the closer the object travels, the more control you have over the object, which lowers its requirements and costs. The greater the distance, the greater the requirements, which leads to greater costs. The format for what needs to occur remains the same.




Comparing One-Way with Two-Way Move Projects

You have been asked to prepare a number of objects for transportation. Your first question is, or should be, “Where are they going?” Destination is a variable that greatly affects your packing requirements. Packing for local, national, or international transportation are all very different, so it is important to know if your objects are going around the block or across an ocean. This is the first logical question. The second logical question is to ask if the objects are returning. Packing an object that is going one way is very different from packing an object that is returning. It is the same with projects. Moving a collection that is not returning is very different from moving a department that is returning. How do we define these projects, how are they similar, and how are they different?

A one-way move means that an object is traveling and not returning. A two-way move means that an object is traveling and needs to return to its original location.

A one-way move is usually a single-phase project. If the objects are moved locally, this requires soft packing or light crating. Soft packing is always unpacked at the receiving end. Crated objects may remain in their crates. The receiving destination will need to be prepared with appropriate storage furniture and space for receiving the objects. Once the unpacking is completed, the materials are inspected and discarded. A one-way move is the standard move in the art industry. Objects are inspected, documented, prepared for transit, moved, received, documented, unpacked for storage or exhibition, and inspected.

A two-way move can be thought of as two one-way moves with shared costs. A two-way move could proceed as two one-way moves without shared costs, but generally, this is poor planning and a waste of your project budget. If the duration between receiving and return is short, such as a matter of days, then all objects can remain soft packed. This cuts your packing and materials cost by 50 percent. You will not be inspecting or documenting the objects during a short turnaround move, but you do need to inspect and document the packaging. If the packaging shows any distress, dents, tears, or stains, then the object should be unpacked and inspected. Distressed packing should also always be noted on your receiving paperwork. Distressed packaging would be replaced at the time of packing for return




Comparing Contracted with In-House Staffed Projects







Comparing Long-Term with Short-Term Projects
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