HUMANS OF MOUNTMAKING
LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA, USA

RICHARDHARDS

SR. MOUNTMAKER
J. PAUL GETTY MUSEUM

INTERNATIONAL
IMFﬁ MOUNTMAKERS
FORUM



RICHARD
HARDS

i .\ Richard Hards started out
in art handling as ameans

to support his artwork but
has evolved into a master
mounitmaker who has
worked with collections at
both the Getty Villa and the
Getty Center. We talk here
about his history, the joy he
finds in the detail-oriented,

collaborative work we do,
and where he sees
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Shelly: How did you find your way to the mount-
making profession?

Richard: It wasn't a straight line. For years | didn't know
mountmaking even existed. In 1993, aftergraduate school,
I moved to Chicago where | was represented by an art
gallery. To supplement my income | started working for a
very small art handling company called RAF, Inc. There
were only two employees, so we were involved in every
aspect of the company. Transporting and installing art,
rigging sculpture, and building crates. | learned a lot from
that experience.

In 2003, | moved back to California to be closer to family
and | started working for Cooke’s Crating, an arthandling
company in Los Angeles. | was quickly contracted to the
Gettyto helpreinstallthe Villa afterits renovationin 2004.
This is where | was first exposed to mountmaking and had
thatlight bulb moment, “Wow! People do this for a living!”
| was very fortunate that Mac and BJ took me under their
wings and saw potential in my abilities. They thought it
would be a good idea to train someone locally in case
they ever needed o hire someone for contractwork. That's
how my career in mountmaking got started and I think my
first official contractfor the Getty wasin 2007.

Shelly: So, youtrainedtherefirstandthen contracted
forthem?

Richard: Yeah, but the initial training session was a very
shorttime. | think | went in for just a few weeks to get an
idea of how things worked in the mount shop. They had
a lot of terracotta vessels that a volunteer had made.
They were replicas of ancient pottery, and | used these
to practice making contour mounts, clips and interfaces.
Then | shadowed BJ and Mac and soaked in everything
they were doing.

MOUNTMAKER IN THE WILD

LEFT: Installing Charles Cordier’s Woman from the French Colonies with
David Glickman, Senior Fabricator, and Michael Chomick, Preparator,
Getty Center, 2023.

(COVER IMAGE: Mountmaker exploring the Ancient Bristlecone Pines
inthe White Mountains of California.)

the work heading.

Shelly: That's amazing, though. You must have really had
some facility before that!

Richard:guessso, yeah. ltooktoitreally quickly. I'm very detail
oriented, and | love working with my hands, so it seemed like a
natural fitto me.

Shelly:lhave afollow-up question -1'm curious about your
art degree and the kind of art you were doing. Was it
--three-dimensional?

Richard: Surprisingly no, it wasn't three-dimensional at all. |
started drawingwhen Iwas akid andthen gotinvolvedin painting
and printmaking. My major in graduate school was printmaking
and painting. | don'tknow where my spatial skills come from, but
they were there as soon as | started fabricating mounts.

Shelly: Those spatial skills are hard to teach.

Richard: Yes, they are. But | think the most interesting part of it to
me is the problem solving. All of the spatial, tactile and hands-on
workisreally engaging, butthe firststep of visualizing asolution s
quite challenging and fun. “How am [ going to solve this problem?”
That's something that's difficult to teach, too.

| think something that helped me on this path was my strong
foundation in art handling. Rigging sculptures got me started
thinking thisway. Packing and crating objectsis somewhatrelated
to making mounts, just using different materials. The primary
concern is for the safety of the object and understanding the
particular fragilities in each piece.
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Shelly: That brings up the second part of my follow
up - you said you got that first job with the small art
handling company in Chicago. But how did that
happen? I'm asking for the people who are outthere
wondering how to get started in this kind of work.
Richard: | moved to Chicago not knowing very many
people and without much of a plan. There were three or
fourarthandling companiesin the city atthe time and | just
started calling people up, orknocking ondoors. Eventually
Ilanded some interviews.

Two companies were hiring atthe time and | chose to work
atthe smaller of the two. The larger company felt more
confining in a way, where you were given a specific job,
like crating or packing, or working on the trucks. The small
company required beinginvolvedinevery aspectofthejob
andthat appealed more to me.

Art handling interested me because it allowed for a
somewhat flexible work schedule which allowed me time
to focus on my own work. Most art handlers at that time
seemed to be active artists and musicians, so there was a
work environment sympathetic to that lifestyle.

There's a trade off for this flexibility, though, which is that
most art handling positions don't pay very well, at least in
the beginning. You can gain a lot of great experience and
you're exposed to a variety of very challenging situations
that help you grow, but it’s not necessarily lucrative when
you're starting out.

Shelly: Is there anything else you'd like to add that
you think helped you?

Richard: | think a lot of previous experiences | had gone
throughkind of pavedthe way formy careerinmountmaking.
Ihadlearnedto develop an attitude of remaining calm and
being level-headed that allowed space for approaching
problemsin athoughtfulway. Sometimesthe bestsolutions
arelying offtothe side somewhere, they're notalways what
comesfirstto mind. Trying to remain conscious of thathelps
slow me down and keeps me open to more possibilities.

Shelly: That's really good advice.

Richard: This is making me think about our discussions
regarding education in the IMF and training future
mountmakers. Currently we lack a clear path for training
like there is for Conservation, for instance. In some ways,
mountmaking is still considered a trade, in the sense that
learning happensthrough an apprenticeship. Atleastthat’s
been my experience. If you're looking for a clear step by
step manual on how to become a mountmaker, it may be
frustrating. Finding opportunities to get experience in a
working environment and being open to a wide variety
of possibilities, rather than having a fixed idea of the path
forward, may be a better approach.

Shelly: Like you were saying earlier about problem
solving right? It's also about not being wedded to a
solution.

Richard: Yeah!Imayhave beenworking on something for
five hours, but if a better solution presents itself and | have
timeto doit, I'm going to startover. Inthe beginning, when ||
firststarted mountmaking, this was probably the mostdifficult
thingto realize. Instead of diggingin my heels when | knew
it wasn't working and continuing to push forward, | found
it better to just take a breath and reassess. It's difficult after
you've invested a lot of time, particularly if you're working
under a deadline, but it's necessary sometimes to admit
that something isn't working and start over. Fortunately,
this situation becomes less frequent with more experience.

Shelly: Do youfeelllike your experience with making
art helped with that?

Richard: Yes, Ithink so. The way | approached artwas very
fluid. I'm not someone who would work up alot of sketches
or make a lot of plans. It was happening as | was doing it,
and | definitely think this experience helped me in certain
situations with mountmaking. | think that it particularly
helped me as a contractor working under tight deadlines,
where you don'thave a lot of leeway with your time. After
awhileyoujustlearnto acceptthings asthey are and settle
into that workflow and focus. That concentration is where
a lot of creativity comes from, because you're not thinking
about some idea in your head or some preconception.
You're experiencing what's happening atthe moment and
canmake lastsecond adjustments and decisions based on
that, rather than what you've thought of in advance. | think
that's helped me a lot.

SOMETIMES THE
BEST SOLUTIONS ARE
LYING OFF TO THE
SIDE SOMEWHERE,
THEY'RE NOT ALWAYS
WHAT COMES FIRST

TO MIND. TRYING TO
REMAIN CONSCIOUS
OF THAT HELPS SLOW
MEDOWN AND KEEPS
ME OPEN TO MORE

POSSIBILITIES. ”
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Shelly: It's also in conversation with the piece of art.
I think we can take this into a whole philosophical
direction. t'sgood, butlet'sgofromthe philosophical
tothe practical. Can you share a little bit about what
your day to day looks like?

Richard: My day to day has changed recently because |
transferred from the Antiquities Conservation Department
to Decorative Artsand Sculpture Conservation. Previously,
my day to day was all about antiquities, ranging from small
gems and rings to very heavy stone sculptures and reliefs.
There was alot of variety. Now that I'm atthe Getty Center,
working in DecArts, there's not quite the variety in size and
weight, butitrequiresits own unique problem-solving skills
since a lot of the objects are extremely delicate. Although
our curators are very sympathetic to mountmaking here,
they would still prefer mounts to be as invisible as possible,
sowe fry ourbestto designinternal mounts. There seemsto
be more opportunitiestomake internal formsinthe DecArts
collection because a lot of the pieces are hollow or have
cavitiesunderneath comparedto antiquities. So, itrequires
alittle bit of a different approach.

Atthe Getty, Tim, Nick, BJ and I are really collaborative.
The approaches that we're taking with our work are fairly
uniform, even though we can't always apply them in the
same way. But we're all aware of what the other is doing
andweknowwe're allonthe same page asfarashow we're
designing things.

Shelly: That’s nice that the aesthetics of what the
viewer is seeing in the exhibits are similar, too. So,
digging into that a little bit. How does that manifest
inthe day to day?

Richard: It's not always the same. There's a lot of
administrative work and a lot of meetings too. | mean a
LOT of meetings. The amount of thought and planning
that goes into exhibitions is extensive. Most of our work
involves changing exhibitions. There is some work with
our own collection, butthe majority of our time is spent on

changing exhibitions. Most of the mounts for objectsin the
permanent collection already exist, though some of them
might need updating because they were made inthe 80’s
or 90’s. That's something that we'll be reevaluating soon
because of a construction project that's coming up. Right
now we're involved in traveling to visit loans that will be
arriving for future exhibitions. We'll be 3D scanning them,
then coming back to our lab where we'll printthem. We're
utilizing 3D printsto begin making mounts well in advance
of loan objects arriving. Sometimes we're really involved
in 3D printing and processingthe datathatwe've collected
forthese exhibitions that are coming up.

Atsome point, whenthat's settled, then we digintothe actual
fabricationtime. We're currently experimenting with ways
to incorporate 3D prints into our internal supports, rather
than using traditional casting techniques. We're justwading
into this, but so farit's been really successful.

Shelly: It is so useful to the rest of the mountmaking
community, that you all have the room and the
practicalneed, soyou candothese experiments, and
when you are ready to share your results, that'll be
really helpful to many. | am curious though, in terms
ofthe loan program, how much control orhow much
time you can ask for, to get all those steps done that
you need, for going out there and getting the scans
and all that.

Richard: Luckily forus, ouradministrationis very supportive
of ourtravel and research. Ithasn't always been the case,
butthey’re beginning to see how much time and stress this
saves. | think we're past the point where we have to prove
ourcase eachtime. lt'sbecome partofthe processnow, and
it's understood that we'll need time. From the first planning
stages, the project administrator is building travel into the
schedule which gives us a big head startin advance of the
objects arriving. This allows usto do the work we needtoin
atimely manner, so we don't have to fabricate everything
when obijects arrive and go through that stress. We don't
have the staff for that anymore. Our exhibition schedule
has grown and the number of objects included in these
exhibitions has dramatically increased over time as staff
has decreased, so we have to find ways to make it work.

2018 : AN AUDIENCE OF
CURIOUS STUDENTS

Inthe process of making contour templates for the
ancientbronze Runners, Museo Archeologico
Nazionale di Napoli, Italy.







RICHARD
HARDS

Shelly: That’s great! But then the other side of it is:
What's your least favorite thing about this work?
Richard: Hmmm...| would say coping with the toxic
atmosphere that's embedded in hierarchical institutions.
That's what | find most problematic and troubling on @
personal level. I'm not experiencing that as much as | have
in the past, so it's getting better, but yeah, that's my least
favorite part about this job.

Shelly: Well put. Do you have a favorite object or
exhibitionthatyou've worked on overthe years, and
if so, what makes it stand out for you?

Richard: | don'thave a specific objectin mind, but | really
enjoy working with objectsthatcometomein pieces, where
the mountdoesthe job of articulatingthem and makingthem
unifiedagain. | likethatchallenge. I've hadto do thatwitha
T-Rex skull, as well as an ancient Egyptian boat model that
was small and very delicate. I've also worked this way with
an ancient wooden tripod that was recently found under
volcanicashin Herculaneum. These have been my favorite
types of objects to work with.

As far as my favorite show, it has to be Golden Kingdoms
that opened here atthe Getty in 2017. That was one of the
more complicated exhibits here atthe Getty, andthe number
of objects was the most we'd ever shown up to that point. It
reallytaxed ourresources, butwe cametogetherasateam
and made some nice mounts. We had alsojust started using
our currentscanning equipment. In fact, when [ first started
traveling for that show, | didn't have a scanner, and by the
second trip we had purchased an Artec Eva and Spider
scanner. So | was just getting familiar with thattechnology,
which really changed our lives.

Shelly: That was a beautiful show. The next question
is about whether you have any lessons learned in
mountmaking that stands out to you?
Richard:Imean, there'ssomanylessons|'ve learned. Alot
ofithasto do with the handling of objects.

Shelly: Youcanalsosharelessonslearnedinapositive
direction.

Richard: Oh, I'm happy to share things thathave notgone
wellfor mein my career. We tend to nottalk about this very
much, unlessit’sbartalk with colleagues, butthese situations
were emotionally difficult to manage at the time. So early
on, when | was starting out, | was working with very fragile
artifacts from an institution similar to yours, where there
are alot of Native American and Old West artifacts. | was
working with a 19th Century guitar, and | was convinced
that | needed to make the mounts very snug fitting. I really
wanted them to fit perfectly. | knew that | needed to make
room for felt, which | did, but in the process of fitting the
mount off and on, | put a mark in the varnish of the guitar
and, obviously, itdid notgo down well withthe conservator
atthe time. Thiswas an early lesson learned thatthe mount
doesn'thaveto be so perfectthatyou possibly riskdamage
to the object.

2014 : LUGGAGE FROM A
JAPANESE INTERNMENT CAMP

TOP: Astainless-steel mountforluggage from a WWII
Japanese Internment Camp in Canada, Canadian
Museum for Human Rights, Winnipeg.

BOTTOM: The luggage safely stacked inthe

display mount.

Shelly: That's a very good lesson learned. | totally
know what you're saying in terms of the times when
you're so focused on solving the mount that you can
forget everything else.  have to be very aware of
my workspace. You start out clean, butthen the tools
beginto encroach onthe object. That's whenlknowl
havetotake abreath. Move everything outagain and
makeroom.Thankyouforsharingthatgoodlesson.l|
think one ofthe mostimportantskills as a mountmaker
isto slow down.

Richard: And that's really difficult when we're working
under deadlines. But you're right, it's really important to
breathe and rememberto slow down. SLOW DOWN and

stay focused in the midst of chaos.

Shelly: So true. We know that you're a staff
mountmaker atthe Getty Center now. You have also
worked as a freelance mountmaker. Would you like
totalk aboutthe differencesbetweenthoserolesfrom
your experience?

Richard: Sure. | think mountmakers who have had the
opportunity towork asindependentcontractors, especially
those who are brought in to work on large projects with
deadlines and who may not be very familiar with the
collection they’re working on, develop a certain mindset
that's required for doing this kind of work. It's like you're
thrown into the trenches, and itteaches you a work ethic
and problem-solving ability that requires you to be very
efficient with your time. Going into a project where there's
never been a mount shop and setting one up from scratch
can be exhausting. You comeiin, setup, getthe work done,
thenyou're out, literally. And the working conditions aren’t
always ideal. We've had to set up in closets or little back
rooms, with no ventilation, or a C Container in the hot sun.
It'snotfun, butlthinkitmade me abetter mountmaker. I think
ithelped me develop better skills of problem solving, and |
feel l have more mental tools at my disposal.

For people who are starting out now, some might think the
ultimate goal is to get a job at an institution, which is not a
bad approach. There are definitely benefits to working
in a large institution, especially later in your career, but
I wouldn’t want anyone to get discouraged if they aren't
part of an institution right away. Developing your skills as
acontractmountmaker can help lay a greatfoundation for
your career. You'll be exposed to a wide variety of objects
andworkingsituations, aswellasmeetalotofgreatpeople.

Shelly: You have worked at different institutions
and companies as a mount maker and in different
capacities withinthe museum setting. Would you like
to elaborate on how your job responsibilities varied
inthese differentroles?

Richard: I've been on projects where the clientis a private
collector and I've had to be the furniture designer, the

furniture builder, the mountmaker, the rigger, everything.
There have also been instances where I've been part
of a contracted team of mountmakers for a permanent
exhibition, where mountmaking is the entire scope of the
job, or othersthatinvolve installing everything after we've
made the mounts. My current role as a mountmaker at the
Getty is just focused on mountmaking. We are presentin
the galleries when objects are installed and | really like
that, because we're very familiar with the way the mounts
work, so we're on hand to answer questions or oversee. If
someone's not familiar with the mount, it can potentially
go wrong, and that's not safe. | feel strongly that the
mountmaker should be installing their own mount, but it
isn'talways possible. Overall, my responsibilities have run
the gamut, and it'sjustbeen dependenton my situation and
the projectI'minvolved in.

Shelly: What draws you to wanting to volunteer to
help with the IMF?

Richard: Well under normal circumstances, I'm very
introverted. But, for some reason, being involved with
this community brings me out of my shell. It's personally
challenging. It makes me exercise my communication
skills in @ way that | wouldn't normally. It also exposes me
to other people's experiences, which is always helpful.
And | getto feel like I'm connected to something larger
than myself. So, it's really nice to be involved. At one point
in my career, | was teaching printmaking in India and in
lowa, solreally enjoy beingengaged onthatlevel. lwould
love to be involved somehow in teaching mountmaking.
Anyway, there's something about mountmakers that make
for a very enjoyable company. There's not a lot of drama,
or remendous egos to navigate. There's just something
down to earth and relatable about our group. I'm talking
aboutthe larger community of the IMF as well, not just our
steering committee. It'sa pleasure towork with the steering
committee, oo, because we're all pushing ourselves to
become better citizens. Nobody else is asking us to do it.
We're asking ourselves to do things that may be outside
our comfort zone.

Shelly: I was soimpressed when you were willing to
take on the Instagram work in the early days. You
were willing to give it a try, even though it was new
territory for all of us.

Richard: | thought of it as another problem to solve. | had
thefeelingwe could really make animpact, and Pierre-Luc
has really allowed that to blossom. I made the right move
passing on that baton!
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2023 : CORDIER BUSTS

TOP: Rhino software is used to locate a vertical post inside the
female Cordier bust, Getty Center.

RIGHT: The lower portion of the female Cordier mount utilizes
castinterfaces and magnets to secure to the object.




