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Kim McParland started

her museum careerona
conservation track, but her
spatial sensibility, sculpture
background and problem-
solving ultimately led her to
mountmaking. In the over
twenty years she has been at
the MFA, Kim has continued
to explore ways to hone her
skills and make ever more
elegant and

effective mounts.

Shelly: How did you find your way to the mountmaking
profession, Kim?

Kim: Well, | sort of fell into it, | think, as many people do. It was
never something that | even knew was an option. | was always
interested in the arts. | went to art school. After high school and
throughoutcollege Iworked witha conservatorin private practice.
We did a lot of work in the MFA and surrounding museums in
addition to all kinds of work throughout the Boston area and
New England.

At a certain point, | thought | really wanted to do object
conservation as a career, so | started that process, and through
some of the jobs that we were doing at the MFA, | got to know
people. Pam Hatchfield, the Head of Objects Conservation atthe
time, told me that they had a pre-program lab assistant position
available so applied and | ended up in that position for several
years. | did all the chemistry and all the side classes that | had to
do and through that process, and being in the position that | was,
| was able to see the realistic aspects of being a conservator as
a profession. And | kind of realized it wasn't quite the direction
| wanted to go in. Instead, Objects Conservation kept me on in
the lab as their collections care person. | sort of ran the lab and
stocked things, and helped outhowever | could.

lalsobecamethe collections care personforour Artofthe Ancient
World department, which is Greek and Roman and Egyptian
material. During that time, our collections care people were
divided by curatorial departments. | did that for several years,
and eventually just ended up more of a general collections care
person. | did allkinds of stuffinthatjob, like going to off-site storage
and driving a forklift, and packing, lots of different things.

When we built the new American Wing at the MFA, which was
about 52 new galleries, they had 3 mountmakers atthe time, and
they were totally maxed out. Towards the end of the project all
these connector galleries were added that joined the buildings
together. That work wasn't originally in the scope of the project,
and they just couldn’t take that work on. | had expressed interest
in what they were doing before and they asked “Do you want to
giveitashot?” Andlsaid, “sure.”

That's how | got my feet wet. | got some projects. | did some work
forthose galleries, and overtime, their third Mount Maker left the
museum, and | jumped rightin. So that was how | got there.

Shelly: So, in terms of building mountmaking skills, you
were training as you went?

Kim: Yes. lhad been a sculpture majorin college, with a minorin
photography.lhad done alittle bit of welding in school, so itwas
essentially on the job learning. I'm mechanically inclined, and |
have pretty good hand skills, but beyond that, it was just lots and
lots of practice. It was trial by fire.

Shelly: Literally.
Kim: The early mounts were not always beautiful, but 1'd like to
think that we all get better with time.

PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT

LEFT: Brazing action shot
(COVER IMAGE: Two-handled jar (amphora), Greek, painted by Painter of
the Vatican Mourner, Archaic period, about 530 BC))
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Shelly: So true! Well, this merges really well into the
next question, which is about sharing any of your
education or professional experiencethathelpedyou
to startyour mountmaking career? Youhave already
mentionedthe sculpture studyinschool. Butwasthere
anything else that you wanted to add to that?

Kim: | think something that has particularly helped me is
just being a very 3-dimensional person and having that
sensibility of space. | wouldn't say | have engineering
experience, but my dad was an engineer, and | think my
brain kind of works that way too. So, | could understand
the physics aspects of mountmaking, of finding how to
support things and counterbalance. | think that for me
those things are a little intuitive, which was really helpful.
So, it wasn't necessarily my formal education, but | would
say, the conservation and the general collections care
work gave me a lot of experience with handling objects
and understanding the concerns of the conservators. A lot
of their work influences what we do and how we handle
objects and understand the surfaces, etc.

When we are dealing with objects as we do, | think we
have to have a fine balance of confidence and humility.
We've had alot of people cycle through the museum in my
twenty plus years of being there, and some people get t,
andsome people don't. They either come in overconfident,
and it makes you nervous, or they are too afraid to touch
anything, or to getin there and do what needs to be done.
Being able to find that balance is important. | think that
yes, it's partially personality, but | think it's also a skill that
is acquired over time, and that could be a huge hump for
some people to getover.

Our most recent installation experience was the Kaplan
Jewelry Gallery, which is one of the smallest galleries in
our museum, and we had a lot of hiccups. Brett and | work
very intimately together, and often people are observing
us. I kind of equate itto a surgical team. We know what the
other person needs before they need it, and we have that
toolready, orwe have ourhandswherethey needtobe. We
don'tneedtotalk about it. People commend us on that sort
of intuitive camaraderie, and the ability to think the other
person'sthoughtsbefore they evenneedto doitthemselves.
Inthat particulargallery, itwasreally tight. There were alot

of people, whichwasalittle nerve-wrackingin and ofitself,
but having highly valuable and fragile objects in the mix,
made it much more so. You need to have an awareness of
personal space; to be aware of where you are in relation
to everything else. You don’t want someone bumping info
somebodywho'sgotan objectintheirhands. Thatneed for
spatial awareness was very apparent in our most recent
install. Brett and | have worked together for a long time,
so | think some of that helps too. It's good when you both
know what you're doing and what you need. We make a
pretty good team.

Shelly: I hadn't really thought of it that way - of the
balance of confidence and humility. But you really
do have to have that. Can you share allittle bit more
about what your day-to-day work looks like?
Understanding that no day is the same.

Kim: Our day-to-day work is really dependent on the
exhibition schedule, and we have a very heavy one. For
example, we justfinished up six weeks of straightinstallation,
whichisjustmindboggling. Ifwe haveinstalls, we gointothe
galleriesand do asmuch ofthe work there as we can before
the museum opens to the public, which is at 10 o'clock.
Tuesdays, when we are closed, it can be a lot more heavy
with exhibition work. Otherwise, a lot of our time is just
workinginthe shop andisdictated by whatprojects we have
comingup. Some dayshave alotof meetings, actually, there
are alwayslotsof meetings. |have some responsibilitiesthat
have become more mine, like ordering supplies, checking
into new materials, gathering objects, moving thingsin our
TMS system. Andhave, asyou know, taken overourstorage
projectin my “downtime.”

Ourtimeisreally very projectdriven and very independent.
That jewelry gallery we just did had about 150 objects in
there. We divide and conquer. We have these big binders of
allthe stuffthatisneeded and allthe notes from ourmockup
meetings. Whatever we can getourhandson, we putinour
cabinets, and we work from there. We typically choose
whatever we are most interested in working on, or maybe
one of us has more information about something. We try
to leave notes in the cabinets to identify what each of us
are working on, butoccasionally we slip onthatand every
now and then, an object has a new mount from each of us.

THE MAJORITY
OF LEARNING
HAPPENS BY
DOING. IT'S NOT
THE EASIEST SKILL.

IT"S NOT FOR
EVERYBODY. YOU
HAVE TO DO IT
A LOT IN ORDER
TO GET BETTER

AND FASTER. ”
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Shelly: That would be funto see.

Kim: Yeah. That is fun to see! They can be very different,
which is really interesting sometimes. But in general, we
have our own mountsto work on, and we'll play music, put
on a podcast, and just zone out and work away.

Shelly: You saidthat one of yourrolesisto keep track
of the mounts that you save for reuse. | know it can
be time consuming to essentially be the collections
manager of your mount collection. What's the
reasoning for saving mounts at the MFA? And how
often do you reuse the mounts?

Kim: Forus, it'sabsolutely critical because we don'talways
have time to make something new. Sometimes curators and
borrowers are told that there is an existing mount for this
object. Thisis the orientation you have to use itthe way it s,
ormaybe we can make aminor alteration. Brettand I have
adapted a lot of mechanical attachments for things so that
they can be easily converted from a wall mount to a deck
mountwithoutawhole lot of trouble, just by switching outa
stem. That alleviates some of those kinds of issues. We will
often tell people when we're really busy, that if you want
to make a rotation, you have to choose an object that has
an existing mount. A lot of things have multiple mounts,
and as that collection develops over time, that will be even
more helpful.

Previously, the mounts were stored with objects, and we
had trouble not only with space issues, but also with things
getting lostordamaged, so we decided we wanted to take
control of all of ourwork, sothatwe knew where things were,
andifwe lostanything, itwas ourfault. Orifitgotdamaged,
itwas probably our fault. I think we just wanted to own that
alittle bit more, too.

Shelly: Are you and Brettthe only staff mountmakers
atthe MFA?

Kim: Yes. When I started there were three of us, butourthird
person left right before the pandemic. After he left, they
froze the positionforawhile, andthenthey eliminatedit. Itis
ridiculousbecausethe workvolume hasonlyincreased. But,
somehow, we've managedtokeep up. Honestly, Thope they
understand whatthey have in Brett Angell asa mountmaker.
Heisananomaly. The speed atwhichhe worksisincredible.
Whenever he leaves, if I'm still there, I'm going to have to
have a sitdown and explain thatthings are really going to
have to change here because | cannot do that. His skill is
pretty amazing.

2015 : PATINA

TOP &BOTTOM: “Growth” by Claire
Sanford, 1985, in-panting detail

Shelly: Thatishappening atso many places. If we are
pullingit off, if we're gettingthe work done, thenthey
seenoneedtochange, despite people gettingburned
out or otherwise hurting their health.

Kim: Enablers.

Shelly: Yep. I also wanted to ask about aesthetics.
The MFA has a certain aesthetic, right? But does
that mountmaking look ever change from exhibit
to exhibit?

Kim: Yes, from an aesthetic standpoint, things will change
sometimes based on what curators want or due to adesign
change. Forexample, when we did our Greek and Roman
galleries, we used to always do three clips for big pots
that were footed, and they didn't like all the tabs around
the pedestals. So, we came up with a new idea where
we made an epoxy insert if there was space underneath,
and then we just added one clip to keep it from jumping
in the event of a seismic issue or a stroller running into the
pedestal orsomething. We made thatchange because ofan
aesthetic choice.

Orsometimes, we mightruninto an instance where all of a
sudden glass shelving was a really cool thing for design,
and they failed to realize that you can't drill into glass. So,
we had to adapt our designs - we either mounted things
to the wall to make it look like it was sitting on a shelf, or
we had them cut a piece of plexi the same size as the shelf
so we could drill and tap into that. Dumb, but that's what
happens sometimes.

Otherthanthe designers’ and the curators’ wishes, we will
changethings sometimesbecause ofthe amountoftime that
we have. Time will affecthow much detail we can putin. We
do hit points where we have to compromise. Our quality of
workwon'tchangeinterms ofhow we work with the objects,
but | might not do as nice a paint job, or | may not fixate so
much on getting the fit perfect. It is a “better is the enemy
of good” sort of thing when you're in a time crunch and so
we can be forced to lower our standards at times, which is
really frustrating. | find it really hard to do that. If | have to
lettoo many little details go, it makes it hard to see them in
the gallery. | won'tbe happy looking atthem.

Shelly: The satisfaction of the work isinthose details.
I'mglad you don'thave to do thattoo much.

Kim:took my daughterto visitthe galleries yesterday, and
| was pointing out all these tiny little things that nobody's

IN-PAINTING :
EXPERT LEVEL

TOP &BOTTOM: Harpo-Lyre, French,
1786-1831, in-painting detail
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ever goingto notice butme. Butl see them, and itdrives me
crazy. I have to justwalk away sometimes.

Shelly: I love it. This is part of what makes you a
good mountmaker right? If you were like, “yeah,
whatever”, then your quality of work would be
“whatever” all the time.

Kim: It's ablessing and a curse.

Shelly:Couldyouelaboratemoreonhowindependent
orteam-based your work is?

Kim: Itis obviously team based when we're in the galleries
and installing. In general, exhibition and gallery work is
very much team oriented. Most of the work we do in the
museum involves other departments and other people.
Everything from labels and design and the carpenters and
curatorsand conservators and collections, people moving
stuff around, all thatis absolutely a very large team effort
to pull off. Butwhen we're actually fabricating and making
mounts, that'sveryindividualwork. So, it's alittle bitof both.

Shelly: And what kinds of objects are you
working with?

Kim: One of the greatthings aboutworking inthe institution
that | do is that we have just a massive array of materials,
ethnographic, fine art, contemporary, ancient, all cultures
from all around the world. Different time periods. If you
come up to our workspace at any given time, and look in
our cabinets, you'll see that we have this huge variety of
things to work on. It keeps it really interesting because it's
always new. I think, for me, if | was always working on only
Greek pots or something, | think it would get pretty boring.
I'd probably start doing really weird, funky mounts to keep
itspicy. With our collection, there are always new problems
andnew materialsthatyou're working with and living artists
which can be challenging or completely wonderful. The
variety is the real benefit of being where we are.

Shelly: This brings to mind another question, which
is, in your exhibition planning process, how early
are mountmakers generally asked to be part of
the conversation?

Kim: Thatreally varies. The soonerthe better, justbecause
we're very busy. We have a couple of curatorsin particular,
who we've also worked with for many years that know us,
and we knowthem, andthatrelationshipreally isbeneficial
becausethey are ontheirgame, andthey have their object
lists early. They will come to us early, even before design

meetings sometimes, because they know what they want.
For us, the benefit of making a few mounts that don't get
used, or having a few things change later in the process is
worth the extra time that we have to chip away at some of
these things earlier on.

We're very fortunate to have some curators that work that
way andtrustusto dothings, butsometimesthingsneedtobe
doneinacouple ofdaysifwe getvery last-minute additions,
whetheritbe duetoloaned materials orjustsudden changes
from higher up, and they require a lot of scrambling.

Shelly: Obviously, the MFA Boston is a standard and
leader in the museum world for use and testing of
exhibition materials. So, you are making me wonder
about when you have to make a mount in a couple
of days, do you change your process or finishing
materials? If so, how does that shift?

Kim: The main thing that would change would be the final
coating. Normally, if we have enough time, we will prime
ourmounts with an acrylic spray primer, and then we clear
coatthem with an acrylic clear coat, to seal everything in
and protect it. If we are doing things at the last minute, we
won'tusethat, sowe'll oftenjustsandblastthe mountto prep
the surface enough thatitwill justtake acrylic paintwithout
being primed. And we might not go as far in terms of color
matching and detail painting. There's a Golden acrylic gel
coat that the conservators use, so we'll either do nothing
to protect the acrylic, or we'll use that. That's probably the
biggest difference for a time crunch.

Shelly: So, what's your favorite thing about
mountmaking?

Kim: Well, the first thing that comes to mind is that moment
whenyoujustpulled offareally complicated braise thatyou
thought there was no way you could do it. Your only hope
wasto getitclose, and then you doiit, and itfits, and you're
like, “ am amazing.”

Or those times when you do a really good job on a mount
ora projectthat's really meaningful to you. When you see
the joy on the faces of the curators who love their things,
or the donors who are sponsoring a project. | think those
things really make you feel good. | think that sense of
accomplishmentatall differentlevelsand when thingslook
really good and you're proud of what you've done - that's
absolutely the best.
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morning, you will nail it on the first try. Knowing when to pause and try
againlaterisanimportantskillto learn. Sometimes, you're justin afunk;
you're nothaving agood day. Walk away. Also be willingto completely
blow up your idea. Sometimes you don't have the luxury of time to do
that, but to recognize when something justisn't working, and to give it
up and try a different approach. Don't be too stubborn when it comes
to your design. Leave space for a betterideato come in.

One otherthing which lhave a hard time with isto start with the simplest
solution. lhave atendencyto over-complicate designs. It'sjustkind of the
way my mind works. Try the simplest first and be very thoughtful about
howthings willbeinstalled. | have afunny picture of me installing where
I'm literally bending over backwards in a case trying to attach a screw
to amountthatlhad made, where | clearly was not thinking about who
andhow itwouldbeinstalled. If lknow | have made an annoying mount,
I always own itand | will install it. | don't force that on other people.

Shelly:ltcanbe aprocessto gettothe simplest effective solution,
right? When I’'m training people, sometimes they need to start
outwith amilliontabs, sol askthemtobend afew away and see
what happens. See how simple you can get. But it's great when
you can start with the simple solution.

Kim: Actually, that's often how | will approach jewelry mounts. I'll add
extraparts, knowingthatthere'smoretherethan | need, butldon'tknow
which ones | need yet. | will start cutting them away, and it becomes a
lot simpler.

Shelly: Different objects offer different challenges. So, where do
you see the future of mount making heading?

Kim: | can definitely see technology playing a role. There's a lot of
interesting things happening with 3D printing and the opportunities
that presents. Having the ability to 3D scan anincoming loan and print
the portions that you need to make a mount would be really fantastic.
Orifyou have something thatisjustincredibly fragile, where you really
need to limit the handling, a duplicate of that would be really fantastic
to work with.

We (the MFA) partnered with North Bennet Street School this year to
have them do a couple of jewelry repairs. | went along to check out
the process and the laser. It allows you to make teeny tiny welds while
working underamicroscope andbecauseitissoaccurate anditdoesn’t
heatupthe surrounding area, you cando weldsvery close togetherand
right next to things like precious stones without damaging them. They
gave me a chance to try it out. | got a penny and had to hit the circles
inthe date with the laser. So, for example, if the date on the penny was
1960, Iwould hitthe circles of the 9, 6, and 0. | did pretty well, and itwas
really fun. We may try to get one for our shop someday.

Materials are always changing and evolving, and people are coming

DIFFERENT CHALLENGES

TOP: 2013, Mounty Yoga: Mask (geh naw), Bassa peoples, Ivory Coast
orLiberia, 19th-20th century
BOTTOM: 2023, Trying outthe laser welder at NBSS: PEW PEW!!

up with new ideas or new things are being developed that
could help us. Obviously, | can't predict those things, but
there is a part of me that worries a little bit about us being a
dying breed. | don't see a lot of young people coming into
the field. Brett and | talk about this a lot. Who are we going
to pass the torch to? This is essentially a trade, and you do
need to apprentice to get your skill set.

Onethinglthinkmightbe partofthe problemisthe invisibility
of our work. If we do a good job, you don't notice what we
do. That could be problematic, because people have not,
myselfincluded, had anyideathatmountmaking wasathing.
Even though I had been to museums a million times, | never
thought about how things were displayed. So, creating a
larger awareness of our profession could be a goal for the
future. l know we've talked a little bit about this in the IMF. It
mighthelpifwe couldfigure outsome sortof aformaltraining
program that could help people develop the skills and the
knowledge needed to pursueitas a career.

Shelly: Is there anything else you would like to share
about your job orthefieldin general?

Kim: [ think I've mostly covered it, but there is one thing I'd
like to mention. We've all been really busy lately, and there
was Covid, and the economy. A lot of institutions are in a bit
of a crunch, and we've had a pretty big morale issue. So,
there’s plenty to complain about, and | find that when | talk
with other museum workers that it often sort of devolves into
commiserating about our woes and our struggles. Thatisn't
alwaysabadthing, because we needto supportone another,
andit'snicetofeellike we are notthe only ones going through
whatever troubles. But | also think that it's really important
to spend some time on how amazing our work is too. When
somebody who's neverseen what | do before, comes to visit
me at work, and they say things like, “This is so cool, | can't
believe you do this every day”, or “l can't believe you getto

2023 : FAMILY MATTERS
Kim sharing her work with her kiddo.

be this this close to these objects”, it can remind us of how
greatthis work is.

One of my favorite things aboutmountmaking ishow intimate
arelationship you can develop with each object. You getto
look atthingssoclosely andforadurationthatvery few other
people do. That's really such a pleasure and a privilege,
and it'simportant to take a moment and reflect on what it is
that we do, how unique a job itis, how cool and fun it can
be and how importantitis. When you think about cultural
preservation and the importance of the history of things
and sharing those things with people the way that we do, |
consider itto be a huge value to society. We are part of the
group thathelps things to be around as long as possible, so
asmany people as possible are able to experience and see
them. Some say thatasmileisa universallanguage, but | think
artisaswell. It'sone of the things thatreally makes us human
and connects people and can teach us so much about one
another, andtolearntorespectand appreciate one another
from all around the world.

So, Itry, asoftenas possible, totake abeatandjustremember,
inthose quietmomentswhen | canwalkthroughthe galleries
in the mornings and just realize how special itis. To me, it's
worth the low pay, and the under-appreciation and all the
things that we are aggrieved about. It's not something | ever
thoughtlwould everdo. I'mjustso happy to be a part ofit, to
be a mountmaker, and to be in our unique little nerdy world
of materials and stuff that nobody else thinks about. So, |
try to remember that and keep asking myself: What are the
amazing and funthingsthatwe getto do? What are the best
parts of what we do? Why do we do what we do, and why
doweloveitsomuch?lt'simportantto recognize and remind
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ourselves of all those really good things about the work. s—l Ip—’

This series was inspired by the AIC-ECPN’s @humans_of_conservation Instagram series.
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