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Brett Angellis a talented
artist who has worked
his way up through the

ranksto be the lead
mounitmaker at the MFA
Boston. He isinspiring
in the tireless creativity,
curiosity, and work
ethicthat he bringsto
the work while staying
opento

constant learning

and improvement.

Shelly: Thank you for being here, Brett. My first
question is: How did you find your way to the
mountmaking profession? What sort of education or
professional experience did you have to start your
mountmaking career?

Brett: | found my way to mountmaking quite by accident.
| started as a security guard while applying for jobs in
exhibition prep for three years. | then started as a generic
collections care person and slowly became aware of
mountmaking and began to learn the basics by making
mounts for my own material on my own time over lunches
and after work. The mountmaking program at the MFA
Boston grew and became much more ambitious so | was
hiredinto a new position created for me to assistwith mount
fabrication. It was really all about being in the right place
atthe righttime.

Ihave anBFA and MFAin painting from UW-Milwaukee as
well as ten years of installation experience working at the
museums on campus, working atthe Madison Museum of
Contemporary Art (formerly the Madison Art Center) and
the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis before | came outto
the east coast. | had little to no experience with metalwork
and learned all of those skills on the job here atthe MFA.

Shelly: Please clarify your timeline a little bit more.
You're an accomplished and talented artist, and
I assume that you were drawn to working at the
MAC and the Walker originally to be close to art and
other artists.

Brett: | gotinto the mountmaking profession totally by
accident. | didn't even know that such a thing existed. |
suppose my path to mountmaking started way back when
Iwasingraduate schoolfor painting. | gotwhatthey called
aprojectassistantship, which was working atthe Museum.

They actually had three differentmuseums on campus. Thiswas at
the University of Wisconsinin Milwaukee. So, | started there, and
itwasvery hands on work. There were three of us, and we worked
in all the three different galleries to put together the exhibitions.
Sometimeswe were able to work with living artists, and I'm excited
tosaythatone ofthose wasthe Chicago artist, Roger Brown, who's
sadly nolongerwith us. | gotto work with him with his own personal
collection from hishouse which wasjustmind-blowingly amazing.
That'skind of where itstarted withthe hands-on working with those
exhibitions. There was certainly nothing regarding mounts atthat
point. We just hung the shows. However, you couldn’thang it if it
was a sculpture. We had to figure out how to keep it from falling
over, butthere was no access to metal work or anything like that,
and thatbecame really interesting to me.

Then | graduated in ‘90-91 with my master’s and moved to
Madison, Wisconsin. My then girlfriend was doing her doctorate
work atthe University of Wisconsin in Madison and luckily, lwas
ableto getajob atwhatwasthen called the Madison Art Center
(MAC). Now it's called the Madison Museum of Contemporary
Art (MMoCA). 1 worked there as a part-time installation person
andpart-time guard. Allthe shows would be up forabout 3 months,
which is pretty standard. Once the show was installed, | would
switch over to being a gallery guard, and then, when the show
came down, | switched back over to being a preparator again.
| got to work with amazing people, like Bill Viola. | learned so
much there. And because | was still fairly new to the bigger scale
ofinstallationinthose particularjobs, ljustfeltlike Iwasin overmy
head. | was justlearning tons of stuff on the job and was working
with people that were already there, who were much older than
me, who had a lot of experience. | got to both learn on the job
and learn from them. Again, | wouldn't say there was any actual
metalwork or mountmaking per se, but lots of unique situations
and circumstances working with these artists. | learned tonsthere.
Iwasthere foraboutthree years, andthen movedto Minneapolis,

MOUNTMAKER AT WORK

LEFT: Mounttest fitting objects for “Tiny Treasures: The
Magic of Miniatures” 2022

(COVERIMAGE: Installing a Netsuke for “Tiny Treasures: The 3
Magic of Miniatures” 2023)



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roger_Brown_(artist)
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where my then wife was working on a postdoctorate atthe
University in Minneapolis. So, | got a part-time job at the

working as a preparator wheneverthey
would do exhibitions.

After | did that for a little while, once the exhibitions were
up, they switched me to working in the frame shop. When
I was in Milwaukee | also worked at a frame shop that did
really high end stuff, mostly for museums and galleries and
private collectors, and so | learned tons about archival
framing and museum quality framing then. | learned even
more from the museuminthe professional atmosphere, and
that whole experience was great.

From there | moved out here to Boston, where my then wife
had gotten a job at a drug development company, so |
appliedforjobs here atthe

Thatwas 1998 or 99, something like that. Up to this point |
had, Iwouldsay, probably 10 years of experience working
oninstallationsand workingin museums. I started asaguard
for the first few years because there were no openings at
allin any of the areas where | had experience. | did that for
three years. Eventually lworkedin whatwe call collections
care, whichis essentially like being an arthandler. You just
move artaround and do things related to that.

| did that for a couple of years, and | shared a space with
Karen Gausch, my former colleague, and my former boss,
who is now over at the Harvard Art Museums. | started
watching what she was doing. They were in the infancy
of mountmaking back then. It was her and one other
person, and they were just beginning the program. | kept
looking atwhatthey were doing, thinking, “thatlooksreally
interesting." I'dneverheard of anything like thatbefore, and
sol'dwatch her. Eventually, she saw myinterestand started
showing methings, andthen overlunchesand afterworkI'd
startbringing in some of my own objectsjustto make mounts
andtry itoutand have fun. Unbeknownstto me atthe time,
shewasimpressedthatl was doing thison my owntime. She
was getting the mountmaking program growing anditwas
gettingtoolarge forone personto handle. She askedif she
couldcreate another position, andthey saidyes, so she slid
me info that position. | was basically her assistant during
thattime. | learned a ton from her and a ton from

also. He's a contractor that lives in Maine that
we hire all the time. Eventually, Karen got a job across the

riveratthe Harvard Art Museums, and her position opened
up, and while in my head | knew it was going to be a big
jump for me, | really wanted to do her job and to be the
lead mountmaker. So, | just canvassed curators that liked
working with me, and who were in supportoftheidea, and
basically just sold myself and made the jump. They hired
me in the position because | was already there. | took the
leap. One of the first big shows was a fashion show of all
differentfashion housesin one gallery, and all I remember
is just working tons of late hours, modifying mannequins
and adding metal parts to them to help supportthem and
cutting pieces off and putting new pieces on. | remember
being completely overwhelmed, but also just having so
much fun doing the work.

Shelly: With your background in painting and
drawing, how did you pick up metalwork and other
tool skills?

Brett: It was a natural kind of organic process. It felt
organic, and | will be honest when Karen was showing
me the technique of how to braze, | was not quick to come
to it. It just fought me at first. It took me a long time to get
comfortable with how it works and how the heat process
works and the temperature differences and the different
kinds of metal and allthatkind of stuff, and I really struggled
inthe beginning. And so that's why | kept bringing my own
pieces and practicing with those. Eventually, | got it to the
pointwhere it feels very natural. But | will be honest. It was
very slow-going in the beginning just to get the technical
know-how, and the facility to work with solder and the
different metals, and all the little tricks you know, heat
sinks and all those kinds of things that we use. | don't even
think about that stuff anymore. But back then | had to think
about every little thing. | remember early on, where | was
concentrating so much on one little area thatthe overshoot
of the heat from the flame was completely annihilating the
other end of the mount, and | wasn't even noticing it. You
know, stupid stufflike thatthat you do in the beginning.
I've told all the people that I've trained that it's okay to
make mistakes, because that's how you learn. The more
you doit, the betteryou get. So, | justknew in my head that
I just had to do this a lot more to get better at it. And that's
whathappened.

.1 JUST KNEW IN
MY HEAD THAT

HAD TO DO
THIS A LOT MORE

TO GET BETTER
AT IT. AND THAT'
WHATHAPPENED.
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https://www.mfa.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/garrick-manninen-2559b272/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/garrick-manninen-2559b272/

Shelly: That demonstrates a wonderful curiosity and
work ethic.

Brett: Karen was my colleague and my instructor in the
beginning, and she showed me allthe things aboutbrazing,
so | did that for several weeks and got comfortable. Then
she showed me tapping, and that just blew my mind. Then
I started thinking about all the stuff we could do with that.

Shelly: I still remember the day that | learned how
to tap too! It was life changing! Many 2D artists
can be challenged with 3D work, especially in our
profession where we have to flip flop back and forth
betweenthe two, butthis doesn’t seemto have been
anissueforyou.Didyouhave experience withsolving
dimensional problems before?

Brett: | think that what you're saying is kind of on track, but
I didn'tnecessarily consciously feel that shift. Eventhough |
knowthere's adifference betweenthe 2D, the paintings and
the 3D stuff, I didn'treally think of there being a demarcation.
I kind of thought of them as one thing. Again, just going
back to working like someone with Roger Brown who has
hisown amazing collection, whichisnow, the RogerBrown
Study Collection. I justloved how he looked at things! He
looked atthem as all the same thing, whether it happened
to be something that ended up being really valuable to
contemporary artists, orsomethingthathe boughtataflea
market. This is something that the Chicago artists like to do
alotandthere was no differentiation, so there was no high
and low in his mind. | mean, even though he knew that one
costwasway more valuable thanthe other. In hismind they
had anequal kind of aesthetic value. He didn't see thatone
was more importantthan the other. | really started to learn
thatkind of thing from people like him.

Andthen again, when | worked atthe Madison Art Center,
I'll use Bill Viola (sadly he just passed this last July) as an
example, because we actually built three rooms that you
would walk into within the big gallery space. We created
these environments. Forone ofthem, we even hadto source

atree thathad a big root ball. We found that and cut it up
so we could getitin the gallery. It was just this big tree on
its side with the root ball, and then he had hung all these
lanterns on it that were fired by this electronic device, and
they'd flash almost like synapsesinyourbrain. So, all these
things together, between the flat and the 3D stuff, all kind
of merged as one to me. | feel like that's kind of a benefitin
away, because | didn'tfeel bogged down by having there
be a huge difference between 2D and 3D. | kind of feel
like allthose things helped me unknowingly atthe time and
prepared me for what1'd be doing for most of my adultlife.

Shelly: Mountmaking really does require your brain
to have the ability to jump between dimensions.
Brett: There are multiple dimensions. You feed your brain
in that way. But also, if you just take one object and you
have ten different mountmakers, they'll come up with ten
different ways to solve it, and they will all be totally valid.
That's another thing | love about it, too, is that there are so
many solutionsto a problemin ourfield. It's not necessarily
justone. | mean, there mightbe one that works the best, but
there are always other options, too, which | think is such a
fascinating part of our job.

If someone is the kind of person who wants a “check the
box," yes or no, kind of answer, then this is not the field for
you. | also can'tthink of too many mountmakers that  know
whojustrestontheirlaurels. Evenifyouhave made amount
thatyouthinkis successful, very likely whenyou walk pastit
again, you willthink of another way to solve it. Iwastalking
about this with Kim, my colleague here atthe MFA. We do
that all the time. Even if there's something that you make a
ton like, like we make probably a hundred or more plate
mounts ayear, and we are still looking for interesting ways
to make it more interesting for ourselves or to simplify the
process even more. It's just fun to challenge your brain to
come up with a better or an easier solution.

Something that just happened in the shop last week: We

make a lot of jewelry mounts. We have a huge jewelry
collection. We have a dedicated jewelry curator, and she's
very challenging to usin a very good way because she
wantsthese things displayedina certainway. So, it's super
fun to work with her. In the past, we had made the jewelry
mounts out of brass, but, as you know, when you are using
tiny brass wire, if you're not careful, you can justevaporate
it. So, we started swapping in with small scale stainless steel
andthatworkedreallywell. Then, we orderedlarger pieces
of stainless steel and now we're using that for the stems,
too, and | can'ttell you how much easier itis to just braise
stainless steel because it can take so much heat without it
annihilating itself. | know there are already a few places
thatonly use stainless steel fortheirmounts. There are some
drawbackstechnically, butonce you know whatthose are,
you canjustalteryourdesignto accommodate.Jointsdon't
dowellwithstainlesssteel, because they breakreally easily.
Butaslong asyou overlapitin some superstrong way, and
if you're doing small scale-ish stuff like jewelry, it actually
makes a lot of sense, right?

Generally, if we're just pinning something we use stainless
steel instead of brass, just because then the malleability
isn't as important. But this was an interesting evolution for
us. Somethingthatwe did every day and had neverthought
aboutchanging before, butthenwe added anewideaand
tried some materials, and we stumbled onthisthing, whichis
notonly strongerbutit's actually, quite honestly, technically
easier to assemble the mount and braze it.

Shelly: Yes, this flexible problem-solving mind that can
flip-flop between 2D to 3D is always fascinating to me.
I'm not sure if this is a thing you can train in someone
because if it's not something one is comfortable with,
then oneisn't goingto wantto be inthat place.

Brett: | think it's very true that you're either going to have
the kind of brain that you need to do this work or not. Ata
certain level, you can train anybody to do anything, but you
can'tnecessarily train them to creatively think a certain way. |
honestly feellike eventhoughtons of peopleinthe field are not
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2022 : INSTALL ACTION

Installing a Tri-Lobe Basininthe
European Renaissance Galleries
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artists, | feel like they are artists in the way they think. So, even
though alot of us may nothave thatbackground, that thinking
processstillcomesinbecause youhavetothink outside the box.
Because we have such an ambitious exhibition schedule,
andit'sonly 2 of us, I'm always thinking “what is the fastest,
most simple way to accomplish this, so that we don't
get bogged down in details." That's always my thought
process. Now, someone that works in a smaller institution
that only has to make one mount every couple of weeks,
doesn't necessarily have to think that way. They can make
it interesting for themselves or have to do it based on the
materialsthat are available to them. Butfor me, I'm always
kind ofthinkinginthatfactory mode like, “how canwe crank
these outin the best, safest, easiest way?2”

Shelly: What does your day-to-day work look like?
What type of objects are you working with? Do you
work very independently or is the work more team-
based?

Brett: My day-to-day could be anything under the sun.
Generally, itstarts with managing emailswhen |l arrive, then
| assess the day and either begin mount fabrication in the
shop orprepare foraday ofiinstallation or deinstallation of
materialinthe galleries. Impromptu and planned meetings
happen throughout the day and are essential to discuss
details and special needs for objects mounts. We are a
busy place atthe MFA sothere islittle down time these days.
The MFAisabiginstitution with an encyclopedic collection,
solamfortunate to be able to work with every department
in some capacity. In the shop's storage cabinets, you will
find everything from 3,000-year-old Ancient Egyptian
and Nubian objectsto Ancient Greek and Roman piecesto
furniture, decorative arts, paintings, shoes and mannequins
—allthe way up to contemporary works.

The MFA has a mount team of two fabricators for small
mounts and one fabricator for large objects. We make
the mounts for all of the in-house exhibitions and gallery
rotations as well as for all of our loans and traveling
exhibitions. The amount of mountmaking we do has really
grownovertheyears. The departmentstarted outwith Karen
and one other person. In the super early days, they used
alot of acrylic, barely even using metal. Then, Karen was
working alone, and she started getting more and more
busy, which is why she created the assistant position that |
was hired into.

| would say from that time to where we are now, the work
has just blown up. There was a time in the beginning when
mounts were only used occasionally, and now it's really
quite amazing. Mounts are considered for pretty much
every single installation and every aspect of what we
do now. Someone had mentioned to me that maybe the
curators just didn't know what was possible before, and
once they saw our skill level and what we could do, they
begantothink, “maybe we cantrythisandthisandthis”. I've
mentioned before that we have a couple of departments
thatare very challenging, butin agreatway becauseit's so
funtowork withthem. They always come up with something
new and different. | feel like the culmination was when we
openedthe new conservation centerhere almostfouryears
ago. Being included with the conservation department
has really helped. It makes me feel like they understand
the importance of this work. It's just so much easier to work
together because we're all kind of in the same area, and
it's greatto have impromptu meetings, to have me to go up
tolook atan objectthey're working on, orforthemto come
down andlookatan object!'mworking on. Overthefifteen
years|'ve been doingthis particular part of it, mountmaking
has justbecome an integral part of the exhibition process.
The directors and exhibition directors always love us, too,
but | realize | think the reason they love usis because we're
justexecuting whatthey wantto happen. They have avision
ora plan, and we're just in there making it happen. So, of
coursethey love usaccomplishingwhatthey wantedto have
happen. In the beginning, we were constantly reminded
that we are not conservators, which is true. Absolutely. |
totally getthat. Now | definitely feel things are much more
collaborative. In probably the last, maybe six or seven
years that started to change. We don't have a ton of
time here, because we're so understaffed, but work feels
very collaborative and supportive in that respect. | feel
very fortunate.

Shelly: What are your favorite and least favorite
things about your work?

Brett: By farmy favorite partof myjobis workinginthe shop
on mountfabrication and coming up with solutions to all of
the crazy things our curators ask of us. My leastfavorite thing
is sitting in meetings and coming up with budgets.

-“

MOUNT LIFE

TOP LEFT: Installing Rammellzee’s “Timestopper” watches in “Writing the Future: Basquiat and the Hip-Hop Generation” 2020

RIGHT: Testfitting a mount for James Richmond Barthe's “African Woman” for the exhibition “Touching Roots: Black Ancestral Legacies in the Americas” 2022
BOTTOM LEFT: Final mount testfitting of one half of a small screw thaler double portraitfor “Thinking Small, Dutch Artto Scale” 2023


https://www.mfa.org/exhibition/writing-the-future
https://www.mfa.org/exhibition/touching-roots
https://www.mfa.org/exhibition/thinking-small-dutch-art-to-scale
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2022 : GIBSON (ES-5)
ELECTRIC GUITAR

Final test fitting of an electric guitar for the
permanent collection “Jazz” Galleries.

Shelly:Doyouhave afavorite object orexhibitionthat
you’ve worked on? What made it stand out for you?
Brett: Generally, my favorite exhibitions to work on are
textile andfashion-based material such as our “#techstyle”
which celebrated high fashion such as 3D printed material
and high-tech garments. Our textile conservators and
curators are, by far, the most challenging and technically
difficult exhibitions to work on but I love the creativity and
problem solving that comes with them. Itis so rewarding
to come out on the other side of a particularly challenging
exhibition with success.

Shelly: When working on garments or othertextiles,
how does that work break out for your museum? Do
youmakethe softformsordothetextile conservators
make them?

Brett: We do both objects orthe form orwhatever, andthen
we'lljustmake the structure thatsupportsitonthe wall, orthe
deck, orwhatever, butsometimesinthe past, we have made
the softparttoo. Alotofitendsup justbeing decided based
on time. We just finished installing a big exhibition here,
called Sergeantand Fashion.John Singer Sargentisahuge
thing here in Boston, and so a lot of the garments still exist
thatwere worn by the peoplein his portraits, and sowe have
those displayed where we can with his paintings. The textile
labhad abunch of mannequinsthathadtobe modified, and
normally we would do that work, using a jigsaw to cut out
parts and reassemble. But we just didn't have time this time
because they worked up alittle closer to the deadline. So,
inthat case, they came up, we showed them how to do it,
and they did the work. We showed them our shortcuts and
things that we like to do, and | think they kind of enjoyed it.
So nexttime, either one of us can do that part.

Shelly: You touched on this a bit in the beginning,
but would you like to elaborate more on other
institutions or companies you’ve worked at, either
as a mountmaker or in different capacities? If so,
have the jobresponsibilities varied greatly between
workplaces?

Brett:|have worked atthe UWM Art Museums (there were
three separate spaces when | was there), the Madison
Museum of Contemporary Art (formerly the Madison Art
Center) andthe Walker Art Center before moving outto the
eastcoast. Imostly worked as a preparatorbutalso did alot
ofworkinthe frame shop atthe Walker. My firstexperience
working with mounts was at my current job atthe MFA. Job
responsibilities varied greatly between institutions. I've
done demo, hanging sheetrock, mudding, painting walls,
framing, cleaning, art movement and art installation. The
MFA is the most specialized place | have ever worked in.

Shelly: What is your current role in the IMF?

Brett: | am currently on the Steering Committee of the IMF.
I volunteer my time atthe IMF because itis so rewarding to
have connections with other colleagues atotherinstitutions.
The MFAhas avery ambitioustraveling exhibition schedule,
so | have had the opportunity to work with many of my
colleaguesinan official capacity and have become friends
with many of them over the years. The IMF fosters a really
supportive and caring community and | love that part of it.

Shelly: I know that your current focus this year, along
with Kimberley McParland and Kay Satomi, is to take
care of allthe onsite details around hosting the nextin
person IMF conference. Butyou very wisely joinedthe
IMF Steering Committee after the 2020 virtual forum
soyoucould helpwiththe prep aroundthe 2022 forum
and othervirtual programming we puttogether.Based
onyourexperience, doyouhave any advice for other
future hosts?

Brett: I'll probably have more advice for future hosts after
we getthroughit. | was excited aboutthe factthatourformer
chair of our department who retired in 2020, Matthew
Siegel, was super supportive of everything we did, and he
was super supportive of us hosting this cause. He knew that
it was kind of a big deal, and so did I. That's all great and
exciting. Now that we're getting into the details and weeds,
it's still good, because for the things that aren't my strong
point, I'm able to get help from other people whose strong
pointitis to do those particular parts. For things like setting
up technical stuff, deciding how we are going to accept the
paper proposals and stuff like that, | was able to work with
our department manager and coordinator, who's just great
at all that stuff. She came up with all these questions and
supersmartthings abouthow we can doitand makeitreally
simple. Thatis making me feel better about that process, so
thatmaybe Kimand | canworkmore onthe partsthatwe feel
more comfortable with. Like, the actual talks, and how will
we group them2 And who will do this2 And who will we pick?
I'mlearningtoletpeople who arereally good atthose things
just letthem do those parts rather than stressing out about it
and trying to learn all the technical stuff.

That's the thing | learned about being on the IMF Steering
Committee too, that you are not alone out there, and that
was probably kind of one of the coolest things to discover.
It makes total sense now, but at the time | didn't think about
that. You have all these people, most of whom have been
in the business much longer than | have, and have way
more experience who can answer those questions, and
have interesting or novel ideas about how to approach
things. That's probably been one of the most fun parts
about the IMF is just the collegiality of it, which | wasn't
necessarily expecting.

It has been really great to work with colleagues from the
IMF outside of the committee as well. For example, we have
beentraveling an ancientNubia Exhibition recently. One of
the venues was in St. Louis, and then another venue was at
the Getty Villa, where alot of our colleagues also work, so it
wasjustsomuch funto go outthere and work on thatjob and
basically be working with old and new friends. It just made
itsomuch more fun and pleasurable to do the job. Those are
all really nice, unexpected parts of being on the steering
committee. That's a synthesis of what the original goal of the
IMF was anyway, righte The whole pointwas to get us out of
our shops to talk to each other. And the steering committee
canbefuntoo- workingtogether on projectsthatwe create
from our own ideas. But | also like exchanging advice with
other people. Sometimes, | can get overwhelmed and too
much in my own mind.


https://www.mfa.org/exhibitions/techstyle
https://www.mfa.org/exhibitions/techstyle
https://www.mfa.org/exhibition/fashioned-by-sargent
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Check out Brett's amazing art on Instagram @bangell

Voyager 2022

Do You Feel Like We Do 2022

Tulipiere 2023

Lunar Faith 2022

My adviceto anyone considering hosting an IMF conference
would be to just go with your strong points, and you can
learn all the other things as you go along. | mean, | didn't
know anything aboutany ofthe stuff when Ifirst started here,
right If one can maintain thatidea thatyou don'thave to be
an expert yet, it will be better. It's a continuing story. If you
had told me even eight years ago that we were going to be
hosting one of the IMF Forums, | would have told you thatyou
were out of your mind! But here we are doing it, and so far,
it's been really kind of pleasurable.

Shelly: Some of that might be because you did take
thattimetobe partofthe committee andto understand
what goes oninthe planning.

Brett: Backin 2010, | couldn't have even dealt with any of
that. Thatwas beyond my ability to even process. I think when
youdidthevirtualonein 2020, and lwas able to workreally
closely withyou and Elizabeth, and on the talks and stufflike
that, that's where | really started to learn abouthowto do it.
| was able to begin to think, “Oh, this is actually really cool,
and | think we could maybe do this." That's where | really
started to think aboutit more.

I still remember when we firsttalked about hosting, you said
that every institution has different abilities, so don't look at
what some other institution did to try to do exactly the same
thing. Yourinstitution can only dowhatyou cando. So, ifyou
can only do three things, then those are the three things you
should do.Justdon'tworry aboutit, every forum s different.
That kind of struck a chord with me. | feel like we should
have thatsame philosophy with potential steering committee
members too. Maybe they can only come to one or two
meetingsayearorsomethinglikethat. Butthat's okay. Atfirst,
| was a little nervous about the potential time commitment,
because | didn’tknow if | would be able to do it, butitended
up working outjustfine.

Shelly: Everything we do is just because somebody
had anideato do it and then we allfigured outhow to
makeithappen.Nowyou are part ofthattradition! So,
where doyouseethefuture of mountmakingheading?
Brett:Inthe 25 years|have been atmy institution, lhave seen
the mountmaking field grow so much that it has become an
integrated, vital part of the exhibition process. | believe this
will continue to grow aswe work hand-in-hand as ateam with
the conservators and curators. The new conservation center
atthe MFA Boston includes the mount shop as part of the
labs. Thattells me the future is very bright for mountmaking.

Shelly: Do you see any changes in technical skills
required or waysthatmaking mounts orapproaching
problem solving is changing?

Brett: |'d say thataboutevery two years, justbecause of the
craziness of the way the system at this museum works, we
rethink and re-tool. We reevaluate how we can change so
thatitwillbe easierforustoworkinthe system. We justrethink
and re-figure outhow we need to work.

Shelly: That seems really mentally healthy to me. Do
whatyou can withwhatyouhave.Doyouhave advice
for people just starting out in mountmaking?

Brett: Creating your own problems to solve is also a really
good exercise. | guess we've talked about this a little bit
already in other parts of the interview, but also just keeping
your eyes open and looking at other people’s work.

Find aprofessionalinthe field who hasexperience andlatch
ontothem! Volunteerto helpthem and you willlearnsomuch.
We work with Garrick all the time, and I'm always watching
out of the corner of my eye at what he's doing because he
always has amazing solutions. I'll watch and think, “oh my
god, | never thought of doing that before

|”

He has at least
twenty years’ experience on me. But just watch people
that have been in the field longer than you, and just be like
asponge.

I don'tknow ifthisis a benefit, orifthis willbe a hindrance, but
it would be cool if there were more of a system in place for
people that were coming into the mountmaking field. Now
you cantake courses with people, oryou cometoworkatan
institution, oryou do aninternship orvolunteer, andthenmove
on.The badside ofitisthatifyou can'taffordtotravelto these
places and goto these institutions to work, then you're out of
luck. So, it's hard to say what to do. You know other trades
have set parameters thatyou have to go through to get from
pointAtoZ, butoursfeelslesslikethat. It'shard because of the
difference betweenthe technical skills required and different
collections require different techniques, but also things like
that we're divided into small and large mountmaking. Kim
and | don't really do any welding, so because of that, we
both suck at welding now, because we never do it. That's a
drawback, but we are really fast at the part that we do. I'd
like to see some kind of more set parameters for people to
go through to get from point A to point Z, but then make the
trainingmore accessible forthose withfewerfinancialmeans.
Maybe people needto consider starting atlower-level jobs
too, if they can. That's how most of us did it. But yeah, it's
hard. In our department, | have zero time to do any kind of
training with interns, because we can barely do the work
that's required of us. So, when we teach somebody, it's such
a hard thing. That middle ground is where people get lost.
Eitherthey startgoinginto otherareas orthey getexperience
and come backto ourfield.

Shelly Uhlir: To wrap up, would you like to share
anything else about your job orthe field in general?

Brett: You will not make much money in this field if you work
on staff at an institution, but the rewards are boundless. The
jobwillneverbe boring, you will rarely sitata desk, and you
will always use yourbrain. The jobisincredibly challenging
and stressful, but | wouldn’t change a thing about the

work itself.

' 4
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This series was inspired by the AIC-ECPN’s @humans_of_conservation Instagram series.
We are grateful to them and expand on their idea with their permission.
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https://www.instagram.com/bangell/

