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Part One: Interview with Janine Biunno, Museum Archivist at the Noguchi 

Museum 

Note - I emailed Janine the questions ahead of time and she responded with answers 

before our meeting. I added notes onto her written answers to include any further 

information that came up during our tour and in-person interview. 

1.      What organization do you work for? 
The Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, New York (aka The Noguchi 
Museum) 
 
2.      What is your job title? 
Head Archivist or Museum Archivist. Both are accurate. My business card says 
"Museum Archivist". I manage a team of 3 other archivists/cataloguers.  
 
3.      How many years have you had this job? 
Just short of 2 years. 
Note – Janine was previously Director of Archives, Exhibition, and Publications at 
Steven Holl Architects for seven years. 
 
4.      Could you please describe your typical day? What are some of your 
routine activities/responsibilities? 
Every day is different. I spend most of my time responding to research requests and 
supporting research for the curatorial department as well as overseeing the archives 
team that is cataloguing materials for our database.  
 
My abridged job description: 
Maintain the daily operations, procedures, and organization of the Museum’s collection 
of archival materials, including the extant files of Isamu Noguchi. Oversee and maintain 
the Museum’s archival database and digital asset management systems. Supervise 
archive expansion and manage grant-funded digitization project and team. Coordinate 
new Museum photography and documentation. Coordinate access to archival materials 
and images for Museum exhibitions, publications, and internal/external research 
requests.  
 
Note –  
Archival projects she is managing include the following: 
Recently finished projects:  

- Photograph archive 
- Correspondence archive 
- Medical records 

Current projects: 
- Press archive – Noguchi was in the press a lot both for his art and design but 

also for social news, like tabloids 
- Noguchi’s collection of objects – Noguchi is a sculptor and he collected an 

assortment of objects, like strangely shaped tools, rocks, and other 
miscellaneous objects. With each of these objects is an index card, so it was 
archived in the past, but each card has varying degrees of detail. For example, 
one card just says “Bag of Bones.” (It is an actual bag of bones.) Janine 
organized photography of each object and is archiving the index cards along with 
the objects. 



- Noguchi’s architectural drawings – He designed the museum. 
Future projects:  

- Ephemera – She mentioned that they have un-archived material internally and 
receive new files on Noguchi constantly. He passed away in 1988. 

- She spoke about Isamu Noguchi’s library and how it would be interesting to 
catalog. It would be useful to researchers so they could see what sources he 
looked to; the curators refer to it regularly. 

 
5.      Do you primarily work with collections, patrons, technology or all of the above? 
All of the above! 
Note – Her agenda as an archivist seems deeply tied to eventually providing patrons 
with research access to the collections through technology (new website/database). 
 
6.      What kind of technologies/tools do you work with on a daily basis? 
Our database system is Collective Access. I also use TMS (The Museum System) but 
am working to phase that out, and I also regularly use a lot of digital imaging software 
(Photoshop, etc.) 
Note – They outsource some digitization to archiving companies. For example, they will 
send any film, tapes, mass scanning out to a company that will digitize the material and 
return it with the digitized files on a hard drive. The Project Archivist then uploads and 
integrates this information onto the museum database. 
 
7.      What are some of the most satisfying elements of your work? 
Finding the thing you are looking for (FEELS SO GOOD). Seeing projects (exhibitions, 
publications) come to fruition. 
 
8.      What are the challenges you/your organization face? 
Money to maintain these systems and staffing. New technology is expensive and so are 
salaries. My job is a permanent position, but my team is funded by a grant that will 
expire in about 1.5 years.  
Note – Her current project archivist works really well with both Janine and the museum, 
so it is especially disappointing for them both that the position is temporary. Their 
Cataloging Intern has been hired as Cataloging Assistant as a result of this grant. They 
are currently advertising a position for Cataloging Intern to digitize Noguchi’s 
architectural drawings. 
 
9.      What are the relationships between you/your institution and your community of 
patrons? For example, are patrons aware of your offerings, support your institution, etc.? 
More or less. We are a small museum and have an active and supportive board of 
trustees. I report to them quarterly about the goings on in the archive department. As for 
people outside the museum, we have information on our website that directs people to 
me if they want to access materials. We are in the middle of building a new (much more 
comprehensive) website which will launch simultaneously with our database, so there 
should be a lot of publicity surrounding that. The new website will also integrate a ton of 
archival materials, making information much more easily accessible (like, Noguchi's 
bibliography, exhibition record, works at the museum, etc.). 
Note – There is some debate about what information should be accessible to the public 
and what should not. For example, Noguchi’s personal information, medical records, etc. 
 
10.     How do you assess the needs of your user community? 
We are building a new digital repository with researchers (internal and external, casual 



and professional) in mind. By cataloging to the item level and digitizing everything we 
have on site, we are providing better access to Noguchi than ever before. We plan to 
have the database be publicly accessible in the near future.  
Note – This is a cool project! She explained how the database and website are linked. 
She is excited to provide new lenses into Noguchi’s life and work for researchers, 
curators, and anyone else with any level of interest. The current website has a lot of 
information: a partial look into the museum collection, links to sources on Noguchi, 
biography, and timeline. They are also currently working on Isamu Noguchi’s Catalogue 
Raisonné, a project being managed by the Managing Editor, Alex Ross. Right now there 
is an access page to the Catalogue Raisonné for researchers only. 
 
11.     Do you have a formal degree in Library and Information Science field? If not, what 
is your education/training in? 
My background is foremost in fine art and visual studies. I completed a bachelors in art 
theory and practice with minors in history and digital imaging, then later completed a 
master in fine arts (MFA) with an advanced graduate certificate in museum studies. I 
came to archives by first working in collection management. After years of working in the 
field, I decided to pursue an MLS as well since it is the technical degree for the field. I 
am a little over half-way done with the degree (I am working on it part time while I work 
full time.) I also maintain an active studio practice for my artwork. 
Note – She is attending Queens College. She received her MFA from Tufts and her BA 
from Carnegie Melon. 
 
12.     What is your perspective on the current job market for information 
professionals?  
I'm optimistic, but for those who are leaning into the growth of the information 
profession. Those with proclivities towards technology and/or have an additional 
specialization have an advantage. An MLS is a very popular degree these days (which is 
great!) but you need to stand out to get good full time positions. 
 
13.     How would you say the field (i.e., the Library and Information 
Science field) has changed in the past few years? Where do you think 
the field is heading? 
The field is changing rapidly. The field is moving with technology and accessible digital 
collections.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Part Two: Summary and Analysis of Observations and Interview 

Having worked as an archivist at an architecture firm for three years and at an art 

gallery for one year, I am confident in my decision to seek employment as an archivist of 

art. There are many institutions I could have chosen to tour, but my current goal is to find 

a job as an archivist for a museum or artists collection. To this end, I interviewed the 

Museum Archivist at The Noguchi Museum in Queens. In the following essay I will start 

by providing background on the museum and the archivist, then will describe my 

observations and analysis of the physical office and museum space, institutional 

structure, the archivist’s role and responsibilities, archival storage and processes, and 

will end by exploring the archivist’s role in user experience, focusing on the museum’s 

current exhibition and its major archival digitization project. 

Japanese American artist Isamu Noguchi established The Noguchi Museum in 

1985 to house and display his artwork and archives. The artist designed and curated a 

collection of his own sculpture in the garden and first floor that remains on view today. 

The museum in New York is home to Noguchi’s archives, the Isamu Noguchi Foundation 

(also founded by Noguchi himself), the Isamu Noguchi Catalogue Raisonné, and holds 

the largest collection of his work. The museum works in tandem with the Isamu Noguchi 

Garden Museum in Japan, which was converted from the artists former studio in Japan. 

The museum hosts exhibitions of other artists’ work in an effort to create an ongoing 

dialogue around Noguchi’s practice. Their mission statement is one sentence: “To 

advance the understanding and appreciation of Isamu Noguchi's art and legacy,” (The 

Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, n.d.) 

I interviewed the Museum Archivist, Janine Biunno, and she took me on a tour of 

the offices and the museum. As she mentioned in her interview, Janine has a Bachelors 

degree in Art Theory and Practice with minors in Digital Imaging and History, as well as 

an Master of Fine Arts and an Advanced Graduate Certificate in Museum Studies. She is 

currently pursuing an Master in Library Science at Queens College and the museum 

supports this effort. As someone who had to leave her job to pursue my degree, it was 

nice to hear that some institutions actively support their employees further education. 

Janine has worked at The Noguchi Museum for the past two years, and she previously 

worked as Director of Archives, Exhibitions, and Publications at an architecture firm for 

seven years. She identified her background in art theory and her experience with 

exhibitions and publications as major positive factors that helped her not only obtain her 

current position, but to be successful in it. I made a conscious choice to get a Masters in 

Art History in addition to my MLS degree, and after speaking with Janine felt justified in 

getting that second degree, not only because it will make my resume more attractive, but 

because she feels that she uses her deeper knowledge of art history and theory at work 

everyday. 

I entered via a separate staff entrance on a Monday afternoon. Janine came 

down to greet me and we walked up a flight of stairs to the office area. The Noguchi 

Museum and offices are housed on a triangular block in Long Island City, Queens. The 

offices are on the second floor in an open triangular space. There is no closed individual 

office space, but each employee has their own workspace divided by shelves, like 



cubicles but much more open. Aside from desks and shelves, there were various 

storage solutions, a communal kitchen and a few communal tables. The offices were 

quiet, but relaxed, and I did not feel like I was intruding or disrupting the workflow. This 

was a positive find. At one of my past jobs there was an open warehouse-like office plan, 

but the office was always extremely quiet. I personally found the quiet to be suffocating, 

and found it frustrating that coworkers would call each other or chat on their computers 

instead of directly engaging with their colleagues. 

Janine walked me through the museum and sculpture garden, which was closed 

since it was a Monday. The museum itself is beautiful. There are two different levels of 

indoor exhibition space surround a walled Japanese garden with Noguchi’s sculptures 

on mostly permanent display based on the artists own past curation. There was a 

pervasive calming vibe. I returned on a weekend day as a visitor to see if this feeling 

would be the same and it was. I strongly believe that it works in the Noguchi Museums 

favor to have their offices located in the same building as the museum. The curators, 

archivists, and educators are immersed in a world created by Noguchi himself, which I 

believe adds to their own depth of experience and their ability to convey the meaning 

behind Noguchi’s work to the general public. 

The institution structure is thoughtfully laid out in order to encourage 

interdepartmental exchange, but a lack of funding somewhat hinders the archival 

process. The museum employs about 25 people in general, not counting a board of 

trustees of about the same amount. Janine and members of each department have 

quarterly meetings in which they report to the Board of Trustees and their colleagues 

regarding their current work. Janine mentioned this as a huge positive experience that 

added greatly to strong interdepartmental relationships. The Museum Archivist shares 

her office area with the Project Archivist, with whom I also spoke. Both the Project 

Archivist and Cataloguing Intern/Assistant are grant funded positions, whereas the 

Museum Archivist is a salaried full-time position. Janine expressed frustration at only 

having funding for temporary Assistant Archivist positions, especially since the current 

Project Archivist is such a good fit for the museum. Both Janine and the Project Archivist 

spoke at length about the inconsistent archival methods due in large part to this lack of 

funding. The press archive was archived several times in several different ways, and 

never fully finished nor fully explained in any document or even verbal communication. 

Janine explained that they were uncovering more and more content that Noguchi had 

saved in his warehouse and workshop across the street, and with these discoveries 

always came evidence of disjointed archival practice, with no explanation. This has been 

a problem in my past archival experience as well. For example, when I worked at an art 

gallery, each book in the reference library had several different stickers depending on 

whatever the archival methods were at the time, and no written explanation of the 

previous archival method. 

The archival storage at the Noguchi Museum seems to be high quality and 

professional. The first place Janine brought me was the cold storage located in room off 

of the offices. We walked into a small rectangular room with floor to ceiling drawers on 

the walls and an island of cabinets in the middle with boxes stacked on top. I was 

immediately envious that she had temperature-controlled storage. At both my past jobs 

this was not the case and we encountered so many problems with damaged material, 



especially long-term damage due to mold and humidity. The cold storage at Noguchi 

Museum is used for primarily the storage of paper and photographs and Janine walked 

me through a few cataloging projects her Project Archivist and cataloging assistant has 

recently finished. One of these endeavors was the digitization and preservation of 

Noguchi’s personal correspondence and photographs. We exited the cold storage room 

and she showed me additional archival storage throughout the office. Noguchi’s 

personal library collection (not yet archived), press clippings (the Project Archivist’s 

current project), and Noguchi’s medical records (just archived), among many others. 

There was not a lack of storage space and the attention to archival quality was 

professional. These are problems that both Janine and I personally encountered at past 

jobs. Though I previously mentioned discontinuities in past archival methods, no work 

had been heavily damaged or stored for too long in an improper fashion. 

As Museum Archivist, Janine mostly interacts with two types of users. The first is 

the internal user. She works closely with the curators and the editor of the Catalogue 

Raisonné to provide research for exhibitions and projects. The exhibition on view when I 

visited was Self-Interned, 1942: Noguchi in Poston War Relocation Center. Janine 

walked me through it and explained that their archival initiatives helped to make the 

exhibition possible and added depth and sources to a period of time in which Noguchi 

did not make much art, but was deeply influenced by his experiences, (The Isamu 

Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, 2016). Along with his sculptures were letters 

and other archival documents on display in shadow boxes. The curators consulted with 

Janine on their research and to assure that the chosen documents were handled and 

displayed according to archival standards. It was very heartening to see a concrete 

example of archival contributions to the curatorial agenda. The Noguchi Museum’s 

curators and directors seem to value their archivist’s knowledge and this type of 

collaboration is definitely something that I will be looking for in a future position. Janine 

stressed her positive relationship with the curators in part because it is not an exchange 

to take for granted. Janine and I were able to share common stories of not being given 

the chance to contribute to conversations, curatorial or administrative, in which an 

archivist’s input would be valuable. 

The Museum Archivist also consistently interacts with a second type of user, the 

external user. The Museum Archivist handles copyright requests, material requests, 

receives material donations, and works alongside publications to provide them with 

research, images, and any additional content they may need. These research projects 

are both short term and long term. Something I found the most interesting about the 

interview was Janine’s expansion on the museum’s new website, database, and digital 

repository. She mentioned in her interview that they were building a more 

comprehensive website and database that will launch simultaneously and be primarily 

focused on supporting researchers. For the archivist, this access would diminish her role 

as researcher for external clients, with the exception of larger projects like publications 

and outside exhibitions. She showed me the back end of the in-progress website and 

database and it seems incredibly comprehensive. It will provide the public with access to 

a large amount of never-before-seen archival material, as the digitization efforts are fairly 

recent. The archives team works with a programming and UX team that build the 



website, and she will periodically suggest changes to the design or content and work 

with them to make adjustments and improvements. In Janine’s opinion, this accessibility 

will be a huge success of the archive. I agree, and I am excited to see the final product. 

In conclusion, my interview and tour affirmed both positive and negative ideas 

that I had already formed as a result of my own professional experience. I found the 

work atmosphere conducive to both individual focused work as well as interdepartmental 

collaboration. I found the employee structure to be thoughtfully constructed, with the one 

downside being the temporary nature of grant-funded archival positions. The archival 

storage and quality was very high, with the exception of some dubious (but fixable) past 

archival methods. The attention to user community was very high, both in the exhibition 

sense and the research sense. I am excited for the launch of the museum’s new website 

and research tools. Though this interview and observation was highly informative, I 

would be interested to find out what an archival position is like at a larger multi-artist 

institution. The Noguchi Museum is a very specific museum, built by the artist himself, 

and I think Isamu Noguchi’s lasting agenda and personal establishment of his own 

archive could be providing me with a singular lens, instead of one applicable to the 

majority of art institutions. With that in mind, my observation and interview of The 

Noguchi Museum remains a positive and informative experience. 
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