
Rebecca Friedman: 

Hello – Welcome to the Distinguished Service Award ceremony portion of today’s event. I am Rebecca 
Friedman from Princeton University and the current Chair of the DSA Subcommittee of the larger 
Awards Committee. I have the pleasure of introducing our 30-minute or so program today. The DSA 
Subcommittee has chosen a well-deserved winner of the Distinguished Service Award for 2024. I would 
like to thank the other members of the Subcommittee for their work and dedication this year: Laura 
Graveline, Courtney Hunt and Gwen Mayhew.  

The DSA winner for this past ARLIS year is Roger Lawson. The subcommittee agreed that he has had a 
stellar career worth honoring by ARLIS/NA. The nomination package included 18 letters of support—
including from 6 previous DSA winners--in addition to the introductory letter from the nominators. 
Quotes from the group as a whole included: “a perfect choice”; “one of our most thoughtful, active and 
respected members”; “the best that we have to offer as art information professionals”; “can think of no 
one else who deserves this honor this year”; “richly deserving” and, “an exceptional art librarian.” In the 
profession for over four decades, Roger has been active in ARLIS/NA and has filled nearly every possible 
role, the last being as the Society’s first Editorial Director, which brought and I quote, “greater visibility 
for the Society and greater respect for our scholarship and professionalism.” Roger has been involved 
with major initiatives, many on an international scale, including the transition from RLG to OCLC, Art & 
Architecture Thesaurus, Art NACO, the Art Discovery Catalogue, IIIF, the Cicognara Digital Library, and 
CARTA. He served in many roles at the National Gallery of Art Library, one of the most significant of art 
institutions in the U.S. and beyond. He has mentored and supported many, his efforts at inclusiveness 
and social justice work has been highlighted, and he has helped to set a standard for a welcoming 
workplace culture to which others can aspire. 

I am now going to turn over the program to the two nominators, John Hagood, Head of Library Reader 
Services at the National Gallery and Rachel McPherson, Digital Projects Librarian there. John could not 
be here today, but has made a video that I will attempt to play for you now. Rachel will speak following 
the video. 
 
[play video] 
 
John Hagood (comments in the video): 
 
Hello everyone. I’m John Hagood, one of the librarians at the National Gallery of Art in Washington DC. I 
was able to share the honor of working with Rachel McPherson in this last season to help bring about 
this well-deserved moment for Roger and for ARLIS/NA. I sure do thank Rachel for the invitation, as does 
each one of the many people involved in bringing it to be.  
 
I know a lot of us aren’t surprised by this unveiling of Roger’s name, and maybe it feels like long time 
coming. But with his retirement (or is it semi-retirement?) early last year, after his four and a half 
decades of service as a librarian, this moment really does carry with it a certain “fullness of time.” We 
are really pleased that it is happening, and hope he is not too embarrassed by the attention.  
 
I still feel like one of the newcomers to Roger’s broad circle of colleagues and friends. Here at the 
National Gallery, I had the good fortune to work with Roger for almost a quarter of a century – and that 
was just in this century alone. Let’s call it the “second half” of his career.  
 



It’s hard not to think of Roger first and foremost as a long-term friend, so I’ll have to leave the recitation 
of Roger’s contributions to the Society, and the many responsibilities he has borne in the profession, to 
other people.  
 
He took up so many roles in leadership, there’s a lot to list – as an editor, as the president of the society, 
riding herd on the Cicognara. He was always at the center of a lot of collaboration. What I remember, 
and will treasure, is more the day to day. Likewise, what I noticed in the two dozen letters submitted by 
colleagues around the continent, in support of the Award, was the consistency in how people 
remembered Roger’s personal gifts.  
 

Lou Adrian, for instance, wrote about how Roger is “among the warmest, friendliest, most 
caring librarian I encountered in my career”  
 
Milan Hughston zeroed in on Roger’s “characteristic humility, calm demeanor, and humor”  
 
Laura Schwartz noted Roger’s “kindness and welcoming demeanor.”  
 
Debbie Kempe elaborated on how “It’s probably no accident that working in Washington helped 
shape Roger as a model diplomat, communicator, and negotiator. I could even go further and 
reasonably describe him as a lobbyist for ARLIS/NA and the profession.” She wrote of Roger’s 
“special mix of administrative acumen, positive attitude, and personal charisma. And I should 
add we always managed to laugh a lot.”  

 
As someone who reported to Roger, that sense of humor mattered a lot. He took his work seriously, and 
held us accountable. But his wit was – er, is, extraordinary. His jokes usually came at the moment when 
seriousness (maybe especially taking one’s self too seriously) got too, um, serious. I remember laughing 
unexpectedly, and loudly in his office many times.  
 
Society members like Anne Evenhaugen speak of how Roger was among the first to welcome them, and 
how Roger then maintained warm, helpful professional friendships through their careers. One hears too 
of how on the ARLIS study tour at Venice, or to Japan last year, Roger acted as cross-generational, cross-
cultural ambassador to and among everyone, wherever they were in life.  
 
I’d guess the talent and expertise, the real wisdom Roger brings to all the projects and positions we’ll 
mention here owe a lot to his love of history – not just from the thick tomes he read on his long 
commutes, but how he was always the go-to person for names, dates, facts, anecdotes, stories – not to 
mention his uncanny (okay, almost disturbing?) memory for numbers. Quick— ask him for any ZIP code. 
But then, too, ask him about the history of ZIP code system. Or ask him what the equivalent zoning 
system was in 1920s Russia. The richness he derives from his family, his traveling, his reading of all that 
history, even his appreciation for films and food and design he shared and brought to bear in his 
humane decision-making and leadership. And all that was undergirded by just a profound love of the 
profession. Even his car’s license plate, delightfully, spells out “Art books.”  
 
Writing out these notes, I wish I could have consulted with Roger Lawson. Roger has always been a bona 
fide Wordsmith, which made him the perfect Editorial Director for ARLIS. I know any last-minute 
gibberish I would hand him to review always came back to me better. More importantly, anything of his 
own work that I got to read , it was easy to tell he had weighed carefully, and rendered wisely, and 



always with the reader in mind. It seemed to come naturally to him, and, like so much of his work, 
served as a great example for the rest of us.  
 
I realize I’m preaching to the choir here. I should say, thinking of the people in the audience – or in the 
future – who have not met Roger yet: I can promise he is easy and fun to get to know. He describes 
himself as a “situational extrovert” – which to me means he is outgoing and fun but also thoughtful and 
respectful of others. He will help you at every turn. You will be amused and delighted. You will know 
more about the world, and you’ll be better at your work, thanks to Roger.  
 
So, as we elevate Roger into this Pantheon of ARLIS, or chisel his figure into the Mount Rushmore of art 
librarians, I think most people here will join me in thinking that it’s the witty, constant, well spoken and 
warm human being we honor – a person we lift up with love and respect, and with gratitude. 
 
Rachel McPherson (with slides): 
 
Neither Roger nor I are ones to relish the spotlight, so I pulled together some images of the National 
Gallery of Art Library over the 44 years that Roger worked there. And the 44 years of a 3hr commute to 
and from work each and every day.  
 
The first few pictures are when the East Building of the NGA just opened-the library moving to this new 
location from its original home in the West Building. So when Roger started in 1979 as a library 
technician, he got to experience that brand new library smell.  
 
As mentioned before, my name is Rachel McPherson, also a librarian at the National Gallery of Art. And 
if John still considers himself a newcomer to Roger's circle of colleagues and friends, then surely, I'm a 
neophyte. But while I don't have the decades of friendship or working together in a professional 
capacity that many members of ARLIS can attest to with Roger, the relatively short time I did get to work 
with him was filled with his kind demeanor and extensive knowledge. You will be seeing similar themes 
across the board.  
 
From my very first day at the National Gallery of Art, he treated me like a colleague on equal footing, 
rather than just a direct report. And two weeks later, when the world shut down due to the pandemic, I 
got to experience his calm and reassuring leadership as we laughed our way through video glitches and 
the never-ending reiterations of reminding people that "you’re on mute!”  
 
Roger was the supervisor that anyone would hope to have. Always available to listen, to answer 
questions without judgement, to collaborate with everyone from the newest student to highest director 
in disparate departments and institutions. As someone who I’m sure has seen innumerable changes to 
the field, he was always up to speed and able to keep up with my ramblings on things such as image 
interoperability, or the advanced physics of finding more shelving space, and was always ready to whip 
out the exact MARC subfield that was in question.  
 
As John mentioned, we received so many enthusiastic letters of support for this nomination. They speak 
with an eloquence that I cannot match here or feign to capture in the short time we have. But as he 
goes through them, I hope that it does become clear how evident a mark Roger has made on people’s 
lives, their careers, and ultimately the profession of art librarianship itself. He is an exemplar that so 
many are guided by.  
 



Though Roger is no longer having to make that long commute to the National Mall on a daily basis, and 
though he was always one to allow others to shine in the spotlight first, he can still be found reading 
away in the library’s official imagery.  
I wanted to end with a section of the retirement announcement at the NGA, which I think succinctly 
summed up what the letters of support referred to as Roger's "golden character": "Roger has unending 
positivity and energy, which is contagious to those who work with him. He is an exceptional mentor and 
always recognizes the accomplishments of those around him, irrespective of their role. His reliably clear 
thinking and excellent memory makes him nearly faultless with the procedures, acronyms, forms, and 
numbers of the federal workplace. (And he demonstrates enviable patience in the face of bureaucratic 
details.) He welcomes and supports new ideas, never forgets a birthday, and is a reliable morning coffee 
companion to many. Roger’s professional contributions to the National Gallery will be greatly missed. 
His generous and warm spirit will be missed even more". And while the library coffee crew still misses its 
founding member, I know I'm looking forward to keeping up the friendship for many years to come in 
Roger's quasi-retirement.  
 
Though we could go on tirelessly about his characteristics and accomplishments, without further ado, I’d 
like to turn the mic over to this year’s ARLIS/NA’s Distinguished Service Award winner, Roger Lawson. 
 


