
SFMOMA curator put photography in new perspective
By Charles Desmarals

For an entire genera-
tion of Bay Area artists,
collectors and enthusi-
asts of photography,
there has always been
but one top curator,
Sandra Phillips.

Phillips I assumed re-
sponsibility for the re-
gion's most important
collection of photo-
graphs, at the Sam Fran-
cisco Museum of Mod-
ern Art, in 1987; as the
department grew, she
was appointed seriior
curator in 1999. During
her tenure, the museum
has presented nearly Zoo
exhibitions and added,
through gifts and pur-
chases she initiated or
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picks from SFMOMA pho-
tography collection. E2

approved, more than
11,ooo new .works. In the
process, she developed
an already excellent
program into one of the
top lo art museum de-
partments of photog-
raphy in the United
States.

That era ends June 3o,
when Phillips retires
just as SFMOMA re-
opens after a three-year,
$3o5 million remake."It's a very new building,
and a new museum.
And photography has
changed," she told me
when we met in her

office this month. "I
think photography de-
serves somebody new -
newer and younger."

That must be a hard
thing to say, and it must
have been a very hard
conclusion to reach. It is
certainly difficult for us,
the museum's audience,
to imagine the depart-
ment without her. With
a quiet and generous
manner, Phillips (who is
pleased to be called
Sandy by acquaintances
as well as friends) has
built a circle of devoted
supporters - people
who have given works of
art worth many millions
of dollars, and exhibition
funding to match. GabrieLLe Lurie / Special to The Chronicle
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