
The University of Missouri’s Museum of Art and Archaeology exists to “advance…
understanding of artistic and cultural heritage through research, collection and 
interpretation. [They] help students, scholars and the broader community to experience 
authentic and significant art and artifacts firsthand and to place them in meaningful 
contexts. [They] further their mission by preserving, enhancing and providing access to the 
collections for the benefit of present and future generations.” With a staff of 12 (including 
part-time and student help), the Museum staff manage a collection of almost 16,000 
objects, with a particularly strong antiquities collection. 

Dr. Alex Barker, the Museum’s Director, and Dr. Linda Endersby, Registrar, leverage Argus 
to support several strategic imperatives: the broadest possible online access to their 
collections, mobile functionality for staff and visitors, ad hoc reporting, the flexibility to 
accommodate the unique requirements of antiquities cataloging (e.g., describing time 
is very complex), and expanded curation through links and file attachments that enrich 
the understanding of each object. 

Making the move
The University’s Museum of Art and Archaeology was housed for 40 years in a former 
chemical research facility on campus, that due to a change in safety standards was 
classified as unsafe, necessitating a move—with only six months’ lead time for totally 
vacating the premises. It was extremely taxing on staff and resources—how could they 
relocate the entire collection and still maintain intellectual control? The process exposed 
the gaps in collections management (performed at that time with classic Argus), and 
while they didn’t want to make a change mid-move, they seized the opportunity, after 
a full inventory, to adopt a new, more powerful CMS. Among other things, they needed 
to quickly and easily update location data, and they were very focused on getting their 
collections online; opening up everything for broad access was a strategic imperative 
inherent in the mission of the institution. After sending out an RFP and performing 
multiple vendor assessments, they selected the new, web-based version of Argus.  
In addition to its features and functionality, based on their great existing relationship 
with the client services team, they knew their transition from classic Argus would be 
straightforward. 

In addition to time-tested traditional collections management capabilities, Argus offers 
innovative functionality that supports the strategic goals of the University and the 
Museum. Particularly critical is the mobile interface that allows museum staff to make 
real time corrections and updates while working in collections storage areas. The ability to 
quickly update collections and condition information in situ saves an incredible amount of 
time while removing complexity. Staff can maintain full intellectual control, and increase 
and maintain accuracy because they don’t need to repeat tasks (risking mistakes). Per 
Dr. Endersby, Argus “multiplies the abilities of the staff.”

Breadth of Access
Prior to the recent Argus implementation, there was limited access to collections 
data even for museum staff because the system was available only via two seat licenses. 
It’s especially important for a teaching or research museum to provide constant access 
for students and faculty, allowing them full enjoyment and use of the collections when 
they wish and how they wish. With a fully web-based system that is browser and device 
agnostic, the access imperative is answered. 

“Argus is now integral to what 

each staff member does on a daily 

basis, and is also bulletproof for 

the occasional user; people can 

play around with it to do things 

that suit their own workflow …the 

beauty is that it is neither simple nor 

complex—it’s what you choose to do 

with it. We can shape it to our needs 

instead of making new investments 

in order to stay current.”

Dr. Alex Barker,  
Museum of Art and Archaeology, 
University of Missouri 
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There at the point of need
The museum is temporarily located off site, but the balance of research instruction 
goes on at the main campus. With Argus, it’s no longer necessary for museum staff 
or their materials to be physically present to be integrally engaged. Dr. Endersby shared 
a story of how a curator who teaches on Renaissance art could pull up museum materials 
and use their collections to answer questions on-the-fly during a lecture. Other faculty 
members are converts too, once they see how quickly and easily they can search the 
collections, create lists of objects, and link to expanded information about those objects.

Expanded curation 
Per Dr. Endersby, Argus offers a great deal of freedom in terms of the number and size of 
images and other files attached to records. There is no need to worry about the scale of 
images associated with objects, and “…the ability to add all of the visual content you want, 
in any form, including non-static media, is just great. We can enable students to do full 
analyses of objects; the ability to capture all the related links, text resources, 
and audio-visual materials is very attractive.” 

Creating a community
At the time of writing, the Museum has just launched its public portal, made possible 
by Argus. Per Dr. Barker, “…searches for the public aren’t yet as good as they should be; 
getting help from the University’s students will allow us to leverage the social tagging 
we hope soon to implement within Argus—students can then provide terms and enable 
searching in a manner that’s accessible to today’s visitors. Art museums more than any 
other are viewed as elitist; we really want to break down those barriers—using natural 
language searches and social tagging will help do that. Terms of art aren’t immediately 
relevant to the general audience, and we don’t want to just guess at how they search, 
but to instead ask them.”

Tomorrow’s museum, today 
The phrase carpe diem, quam minimum credula postero, translated as “Seize the day, 
put very little trust in tomorrow,” can be interpreted to mean that one cannot trust that 
everything is going to fall into place; one must take action for the future today. With Argus, 
not only did the Museum of Art and Archaeology seize the opportunity created by their 
unexpected move, they have taken action for the future with a purpose-built, flexible, 
scalable and extensible collections management system that meets today’s strategic 
imperatives—and will also meet tomorrow’s.
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