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CONVERTING LOANS TO GIFTS:

one solution to “"permanent’ loans

Most museums have a backlog of un-
reclaiimed loans that they would like
to convert to gift status, Many of these
loans may date back to the founding
of the institution. Some may be “per-
manent” loans in the sense that the
lender never intended to recliim them
but preferred not to declare them as
gifts. Others may be “temporary” loans
originally offered for exhibit, study, or
identification for a certain time period
and yvet never reclaimed.

Specimens in either category are a
constant source of trouble and irritation.
The museum iz hoond o Ir&-_-:-p them,
but the specimen shouldnt be loaned
or exchanged. Worst of all perhaps, a
relative of the original lender may find
the museum’s receipt someday and come
to claim the object unannounced. The
museum staff may be unprepared and
uncertain, Consequently, it is to a mu-
seum’s advantage to initiate an investi-
gation of abandoned loans.

by Anita Marmming, Registrar
Bernice P. Bishop Museum
Honoluhy, Hawaii

This technical leaflet outlines a
method of organizing research on loans
to find lost lenders or heirs. The goal
of researching the loans. as well as of
searching for the lenders themselves,
is to clarify what is on loan to the
museum, historical society, or lbrary,
to learm who the present legal owner
is, and to appeal to that owner for con-
version of the loan to gift status.

Know the Loans

Good administration in museumns, his-
toriral societies, and lihraries demands
reliable svstems for registering incom-
ing loans., If your organization doesn’t
have such a system with accompanying
forms and an index, make that a pri-
ority objective,’

1. Museom Registration Methods. D, H. Dhd-
ley. American Aspeintion of Muoseoms,
1068,



Before embarking on loan reseurch,
provide yourself with a complete
index of lenders that will lead you to
the full registration file on each loan.
Do not attempt to relist all the informa-
tion in the registration file. List only the
lender’s mname and the registration
nomber, library call number, or other
index number (e.g. Smith, A.C. L.3825-
3827° ). OHen lenders have made sev-
eral loans over the vears. The loan index
insures that the multiple lender is con-
tacted only once in asking for con-
version of loans to gifts. Be sure to
continue adding incoming loans and
subtracting returned ones so that the
index is always up to date.

In creating the index, be sure all
records of loans have been reviewed.
Check accession records as well as
other systems. For example, a librarian
would do well to review curatorial
records of loans. Library materials may
havee been received on loan by the
curator as part of a larger group, and
the loan status may not be noted in
library records. Over the vears, several
recording systems may have been used,
resulting in multiple numbers for the
same loan. Knowing the history of vour
organization will facilitate checking all
records,

Do mot undertake this project uni-
laterally. Other employees in the organi-
zation must be involved, and their co-
operation and support are wvital.

Review the Loans

Using the loan index, review each
loan. In larger museums, ask other stall
to indicate those loans which are ac-
tively needed in their research or ex-
hibits, Identify recently accepted loans
which are no longer needed and return

* AN references to lenders, loan mumbers, dates
or items loomed are Betitinos,

them promptly. Exclude these loans
from consideration. Review the loan
records for special situations. Were any
special agreements made conceming the
loan? Did the organization agree fo
keep the loan for a certain period of
time, or on exhibit, or to repair the
object? Have all commitments been
fulfilled?

The next step is to locate each loaned
specimen in the collections and note its
condition. Be absolutely sure the item
is in the collections and in good con-
dition before beginning your research.
Do not rely on the catalog entry show-
ing storage location, but actually view
the object itsell,

Make every attempt to locate missing
specimens. Review the records again-—
the item may have been retumed to
the lender. Or the item may have be-
come lost or even stolen. Any museum
professional will admit this can and does
happen. I records show an item has
heen stolen, consult legal counsel.

If the loaned item has been damaged,
try to determine the age of the hreak
or mar. Could it have been damaged
before being loaned? Review the mu-
seum’s loan receipt; is the museum re-
sponsible for breakage or deterioration?
Even if vou are not legally responsible,
it is good public relations to offer to
repair the item for the lender. Put off
rescarching damaged loans until com-
petent conservation work is available.

Do not begin looking for the lender
until the location of each loaned object
has been verified, as attempts to decide
the legal owner or locate heirs often
result in requests by family members to
see the itoms.

Find the Lender
Once the loaned material has been

located, the legal owner must be es-
tablished. With recently accepted loans,
this process may consist only of con-
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firming the address given by the lender
at the time the loan was made. With
most unclaimed loans, the process is
long and difficult. The search also can
be an exciting and challenging lesson
in local history and government.

Much of the research may be done
dway from musenm, historical society,
or library. Prepare by stating the known
facts on a plain sheet of paper to which
notes, leads, and facts can be added.
As yvou will need to keep this sheet per-
manently in the files, you should use
acid-free or some other high quality
paper. The sheet should be headed
something like this:

Smith, A C 1.3825 thru L.3827
rec’d June 8, 1901 Accession 426

one daguerreotype, one rifle, diary of
G. A. Smith

Begin adding to the sheet by re-
searching the institution’s own records.
Accession and loan records, correspon-
dence, trustee minutes, annual reports,
and catalog BHles should be searched.
Do not neglect to talk with long-time
workers. Often retired staff can provide
information that was considered com-
mon knowledge and so was not written
down. Occasionally, these in-house

sources reveal that a loan was converted
to a gift, purchased, or left as a bequest
at an earlier date.

As yvon begin to search outside the
organization, explain the nature of your
quest before asking for information.
Elicit helpful responses by creating the
impression the lender will be happy to
be found (figure 1), A source may re-
fuse information because he or she does
not understand why you want to locate
the lender and may even think it is to
force payment of a debt or other un-
pleasant purposes. In person, by tele-
phone, or mail, give a general state-
ment: “The County Musenm is looking
for Mr. A. C. Smith (or descendants of
Mr, A. C, Smith). Years ago Mr. Smith
left (something) at the museum, and
we would like to talk to him (them)
about it”

When you believe the original lender
is still living, consult telephone books
and city directories.” Qut-of-state tele-
phane books are handy for checking
addresses and are available at public
and umiversity libraries or the loeal
telephone company. The postmaster will

2, City directories list all persons living in a
city, their address and profession.

T am b ‘that Mre. Breck as a graduste of Northern

list. Could
enclosed Figure ]




research changes of address for a fee
of one dollar. Write to the suhbstation
which handled mail for the lender at
the last known address. Consult with
any post office if vou are unsure of the
correct substation, Change of address
will not be given on the telephone and
remains on file for no more than one
year after the change is made.

A great deal of information is avail-
able from public records or organiza-
tions of which the lender might have
been a member. Possibilities associated
with a lender’s career are labor unions,
professional associations or societies,
branches of the military service, local
or statewide teachers’ groups, licensing
boards or other government registra-
tion agencies, and the civil service.

Other sources might be your own mu-
seum association, auxillary, or friends
group; religions organizations or orders;
land tax records; bureau of convevances;
voter registration records; genealogical
societies: local newspaper index; funeral
or burial societies: mortuary and ceme-
tery records; masonic or lodge records;
fraternity or sorority rolls; and univer-
sity registrar and alumni records.

Tracing women can be particularly
difficult due to mname changes upon
marriage. The lender may have been
recorded as Mrs. A. C. Smith without
any indication whether the initials are
g man's or 4 woman’s. If the woman has
been widowed sinee the loan was made,
she may now use Mrs. Alice Smith.®
Voter registration records are an es-
pecially useful source of information. A
woman must vote under her own given
name, Alice Smith, never as Mrs. Arthur
Smith. Also, voter records are kept for
many years and show address changes
and failure to vote, which might indi-

3. The first year following the husband’s death,
city directories osually list "Smith, M.
Altce { widow WLOL)™ or the sgquivalent.

cate moves out of the jurisdiction or
death.

Do not hesitate to write o organiza-
tions, associations, or government offices
in other states or even foreign countries,
When making inquiries by mail, always
provide retumn postage' and, if possible,
a fill-in-the-blanks form for reply. Post-
cards are inexpensive and easy to en-
close (figure 2). Stress in your accom-
panying letter that negative answers are
also important as thev help to redirect
continued searching. If writing to a non-
English speaking country, writing in the
language of the area will speed replies.
Use your society’s newsletter to adver-
tise for a volunteer with foreign language
ability or ask the foreign language de-
partment of a high school or college in
vour area for help.

4. Postnge cowpons, which may be purchased
al sny LS. post office, provide return post-

age for foreign eorrespondents,
Figura 2

Yea, Mr. A. 0. Ssith is an
active mmmber of Physics Teachers
of Dhio. His address is

No, Mr. Emith is not a member

dogs pot ghow on our records
az retired or moved. He may be a
member 4f the crganiration below

SEigne=d
Date

Bmith ©.3853-1,3827
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When trying to decide how to address
letters to organizations in other cities,
ask the local branch or equivalent or-
ganization in your area for help in
directing an inguiry to the proper per-
son, For example, ecall the local Elks
club and ask how to address the Elks
lodge in another locale. The nearest
embassy representing the foreign coun-
try involved in the search is a source
of addresses and useful hints. Out-of-
state telephone directories are also help-
ful in determining proper titles and
addresses. If all else fails, direct your
query to key personnel in an organi-
zation or a branch of government; it
will be forwarded to the proper level.

If your research shows that the orig-
inal lender has died, the search will
be more complicated. The ownership
question may be extremely complex.
You will need to consult probate, small
ecstate, and trust records to determine
if the lender left a will. The name of
this branch of the courts varies from
state to state. The records are handled
by a clerk of the court who keeps an
index by name of the deceased. These
are public records which may be con-
sulted in person without cost. If vyou
have to write, give the name of the
deceased and the place and date of
death. In some courts, there may be a
fee to cover the clerk’s time to look
in the index. Copies of wilk can be
obtained by mail with the fee de-
termined by the number of pages. Be
sure to ask what papers are filed with
the will.

Considerable information can be
found in probate records. The deceased
may have willed the loaned item to a
friend or relative. Even though the item
is not specifically mentioned, it may be
included in a general category (e.g., “all
my historical papers to Alice Smith”™ or
“any and all antiguities to Alice Smith™).
If the loaned material is not covered by

a specific bequest, it will fall unto the
category of “rest and residue”™ or “re-
mainder.” The new owner will be the
person or, upon occasion, the trust or
organization receiving the rest and
residue. If the rest and residue were
divided among several parties by will,
each is now part owner. Those receiving
a bequest signed a receipt, now in the
probate file, that shows where the per-
son resided at that time (eg., “Alice
Smith of Kansas City”). Read the entire
probate record—clues and leads will
become apparent. Seek a legal interpre-
tation of any passage which is the least
bit ambiguous.

If no will is found (i.e., the lender
died intestate), the law in the state
where the lender or the lender’s heirs
died determines how property is di-
vided. Obtain a copy of the laws gov-
erning descent of property for the state
in question. Read the law carefully and
then talk it over with legal counsel.
This law will tell vou which relatives
to trace in intestate cases.

The search now begins again—using
all the same techniques to locate heirs.
The simplest method is to recreate a
person’s life—date and location of birth,
schools, marrage, career, special in-
terests, religion. date and loeation of
death. Any facet of a person’s life that
might have resulted in records and files
is a potential source of clues or answers.
In short, your task is to play detective.
You will need to continue tracing until
you locate the living heirs. A person
may be a descendant and not an heir,
Who inherits the estate or portions of
the estate can be confusing; seek legal
counsel if you are at all unsure. Be on
the lookout for special legal situations.
For instance, you may trace a lender’s
descendants several generations only to
find that prior to his death he created
a private corporation and “sold™ his
entire estate to it for one dollar. The




corporation then owns the Ivaned ma-
terial. not the descendants.

Tracing families can involve the re-
search in delicate problems as human re-
lations are often complex. You may find
yourself dealing with Families with such
problems as desertions, changed and
contested wills, even feuds. A second
wife may have been received un-
Eiverably by the deceased lender’s ¢hil-
dren. “Adopted” children have no rights
of inheritance unless legally adopted,
but adoption records are closed to the
public, so checking on the legality of
an adoption can be difhicult.

These are a few of the reasons for
not contacting family members until
vour research is complete or nearly so,
Ocecasionally funily members whom vou
know to be favorably disposed toward
yvour organization can be helpful, but
use caution. Once yoo have made your
search public, there’s no way to close
it up again.

There will be questions and apnswers
unigque to vour city and state. Learn the
resources available at the archives, court
records, public and university libraries,
and special interest libraries. For ex-
ample, a medical library may keep a
historical hist of doctors in the area.
Local histories and genealogies may be
invaluable.

Preparing o Approach the Lender

When the detective work is over, if
it has consumed any considerable
length of time, actually locate the
Inaned materdal and examine it again
Then you know exactly where it is
and its present condition frst-hand.

Mext, in the case of a deceased lender,
cxamine the attitudes of the heirs, Are
they known to be favorably or umn-
favarably disposed toward your organi-
zation? Is their family orentation so
strong that they will almost certainly

reclaim the material for sentimental
reasons? In a few cases, after reviewing
the circumstances, vou may decide not
to contact the heirs. You are not hound
to do so.

If several heirs, each a partial owner,
are involved, all should be approached
simultineously and in the same manner.
Explain how thev came to inherit the
specimen, what proportion of it is theirs,
andd who the other heirs are, Percentage
of ownership will be determined by the
lender’s will or state law if there is no
will. For example: Mr. Smith dies leav-
ing all assets by will to his wife, Alice.
Alice dies intestate (without a will)
leaving ten children. Of the ten, there
are eight survivors, each with a one-
tenth interest or share in the loan. The
remaining two children died leaving
wills dividing their assets equally be-
tween spouse and four children, Each
of the heirs of the deceased children
has one-fifth of onetenth interest. This
woulkld be a fairly simple case. If you
have any doubts about your interpreta-
tion of the will or your accounting of
the inheritance, seck legal assistunce.

Approaching the Lender or Heirs

The goal of the search for the lender
or heirs is to seek gift status for the
material or, failing that, return the ma-
terial. Occasionally, the loaned ijtems
may be unsuited to the collections or a
storage burden. However, in most cases,
the loan was accepted because the mu-
seum or library wished to study or dis-
play the material. Now you wish to
convert the loan to a gift.

To simplify this part of the process,
work out in advince one or more
letters. The letter should emphasize the
positive aspects of your organization
and mention the possibilities of me-
morial gifts and tax deductions. Leave
blanks to personalize the letter (Hgure
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Dear r

When County Museum was founded in 1901, many
descendants of the earliest families in Grace Coun-—
ty graciously lent items for the first display.
These loans were extremely useful in helping Coun-
ty Museum get its start. As we approach our eight-
ieth year, we are reviewing our accession records
and note these early loans. Among those items bor-

rowed for beginning displays was lent in
by ¢ your -
In view of County Museum's care of this for

many years, we hope you and the other heirs of

are now willing to place our centinuing
responsibility on the basis of a gift instead of a
loan.

Your gift of this would assure its
having a permanent home in Grace County for Ffuture
generations to enjoy. We wish to stress that by do-
nating this to County Museum you will be
aiding in the preservation of the history
helped make. Items donated to the museum are always
available to family members for viewing. It is our
policy that all labels of items that are on view
acknowledge the origin of the gift in a form accept-
able to the donor. You may wish to consider a dona-
tion in memory of . Another considera-—
tion is an income tax deduction for charitable con-—
tributions. Many friends of County Museum are tak-
ing advantage of this tax law. County Museum is a
501 (c) 3 organization.

To approve the change of status described above,
pPlease sign and date the enclosed certificate of
gift. The white (original) copy should be returned
in the envelope provided. The green copy is your
receipt for tax purposes.

Sincerely yours,

Director

Figure .3




CERTIFICATE OF GIFT

Hame of Donor Mr. BEobert H. Smith

Address 1617 5. First Stre=t

Grace Conty

I hercby unceonditionally give, grant, and convey the items described
below to the Bernice Pauahi Bishop Hussum to be adninfstered in

accordance with its established policies. The title to said property
shall remzin in the Bernice Pauahi Bishop Museun without reservation.

Bumber and description of donation; 1/€ interest in items
listed below

L..3825 one daguerrseotype
1.. 38286 aong rifle
L.3827 diary of G. A. Emith

all items left at Coonty Museum by Mr=s. G. A. Smith October

1o, 1502
Signature of Donor Date
Eignatura of Witness Date

Pleagse note: Because the Museum cannot exhibit its entire collection
at once, and makes changes in exhibits from time to time, it cannot
promise the permanent exhibit of any object. Those not on public
exhibition, bhowever, are almest always availahle to scholars and
ecientists for study.

Original to Hegistrar, first carbon to donor, second carbon
remains with donation.

Accession Number 926

Reg Form So. 107 Feb 1972

Figure 4




3). Accompany the letter with a deed
of gift form that requires only the
lender’s signature (figure 4). Enclose a
return, stamped envelope.

It is not wise to ask for loan con-
version on the telephone or in person.
The situation demands an immediate
reaction and does not allow time for
thought. Bequests are one alternative to
immediate conversion. Be prepared for
negative responses. Return loans graci-
ously, but be sure your loan receipt
is returned and that the lender signs a
museum receipt stating that the loaned
item has been returned, Should the
lender request continued loan status,
vou rightfully might request the lender
to remove the material.

In a case of multiple heirs, some may
convert their portion, some not. Gen-
erally speaking, once the museum or
society has a partial interest, it has an
equal right to custody of the material
with the other owners. Each situation,
however, is unique. If the museum’s
custody is challenged, seek legal coun-
sel. The museum may not dispose of or
lend the material, however, without the
permission of the other owners.

Always acknowledge conversions with
# thank-you letter. If there is a mu-
sem  association or society newsletter,
recognition might be given publicly
through a news article. Large gifts might
warrant a news release. If you have a
display case for new gifts, converted
loans can be acknowledged here also.

Fulure Loans

The museum, society, or library can
take certain measures to prevent the
accumulation of permanent loans in
the future; professional museum stan-
dards call for accepting a very limited
mumber of loans. Prepare and use a
loan receipt that protects the organi-
zation as much as possible (figure 3).
Loans should be accepted for a definite

and short term and for a specific pur-
pose. Keep an up-to-date address on all
lenders. Periodically review loans to en-
sure that forgetfulness does not lead to
a new crop of abandoned loans.
Lenders who never return are only
one of the time- and money-consuming
problems that result from accepting
long-term loans, Experience shows the
negative aspects far outweigh any ad-
vantages. Long-term loans use space,
time, and money that could be used
for permanent collections. Their use is
limited as they cannot be loaned or
exchanged. In the case of manuscripts,
letter collections, and diaries, the loaned
material usually has cumbersome restric-
tions that restrict full use by society
member or library patron. The long-
term loan is always subject to umn-
ammounced withdrawal. In accepting the
loan, the museumn has accepted a bail-
ment to return the object in the same
condition as received. The society or
museum must make restitution if the
itermn is damaged. All of these problems
can lead to fricion and unhappiness
between lender and museum. The neg-
ative feelings generated by a long-term
loan can be very damaging to the or-
ganization's relationship with the lender.
Long-term loans are simply not con-
gruent with good museum policy and
practice,
Conclusion

Reviewing loans made to your mu-
seum, society, or library is an in-
expensive but important record-keeping
project that offers the researcher a
chance to learmn local and organizational
history. A carefully thought-out ap-
proach and thorough research will help
lessen or prevent future embarrassment
to the organization. Experience has
shown that a significant number of
loans can be converted to gifts by
following the procedures outlined here.
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LOAN AGREEMENT

The below described object(s) has(have) been offer-
ed as a loan to the Bishop Museum by:

Hame

Address

Daytime
Telephone

and has (have) been accepted by the Bishop Museum
subject to the conditions on the reverse side of
this page.

Description:

PLEASE SIGN ON REVERSE--remove carbons before sign-—
ing; sign all copies in ink. Original to Lender,
first carbon to Registrar, second carbon remains
with material in Museum.

BPBM Reg form #106 JL75

Figure 5




LOAN AGREEMENT CONDITIONS

1. The described property offered to the Bishiop Museum will receive the same care given
the Museum’s regular collections.

3. The Bishop Museum may mqmmﬂatmﬁ-ﬁawu{ﬂuﬂﬁﬁihdbnmhy

, sent by the lender. Failure of the lender
to remove the propery within thiltrﬂnwuﬂﬁ'ﬂl:tmmimthnithﬂlpudﬂﬂ‘ periad
nftbehmmwﬂhinﬂﬂﬂydu?s-ﬂhnthnmﬂhﬁd"them reqquesting removal by
the lender will constitute authorization to the Bishop Musenm to retum the described
' yinﬁmlmﬂurhywﬂdhd.ormﬂnﬁmﬂmmnrwmmﬂ'th
stored for the lender’s account. or to otherwise store it in any manner the Bishop
Musetim may elect at the lender’s expense, or fo contine to retuin the described property

for Museum purposes.

4. Unless the receipt indicates thut the property is loaned For u specified period of time,
the term of this loan shell not exceed three wears. After the period of the loan has
expired and the Bishop Museum has semt the notice requesting removal of the property.
as set forth in paregraph 3 aluve, then the Museum may retain the property for Museum
pmm

If after Bishop Musenum retuing the property for one wear and the described property
shall not have been withdrawn by the lender, it is hereby agreed by the lender and the

il

and address in writing. The new owner(s) may be requested to establish his ( their)

6. The Musewn ssnimes no lishility for loss or damage by theft, fire or other causes 1o the
described property. Insurance is the responsibility of the owner.

T.mdmtnmamw-mwmmmmmmmm
absence of notation as to condition of the property at the Hme it was received shall
nol mean it was in good condition at the time it was received.

8. Acceptance of this lnan indicates that the described property may be available at the
Bishop Musenm to scholarss und researchers, but does not imply that the property listed
will be oo extended public display in the Bishop Museum.

F«Emyﬁfﬂmmﬂﬁhﬂh'lhﬁlﬂhﬂlﬁmhrnheﬁﬂ.ﬂfﬂnﬂwnhﬂ' H:hllwh
m&&ﬂmhdmhwﬁmmﬂswﬁ-b}wmem.
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Iﬂ.hﬁmingﬂlhwﬂuln:du{:}amﬁﬁmthuhq{ﬂmﬂh{ﬂnlHtuh@ll.

owner(s) or authotized agent(s) of the legal owner of the .

d property in question.

It is mwmhmdbythumdumnd that this loan is subject to the con-
ditions listed above and that subject thereto the loan can become a gift. T have read the

Offeredby . ..

Suggested Reading:

Materials related to a study course en-
titled "The Legal Aspects of Museum
Operations” sponsored by the Ameri-
can Law Institute-American Bar As-
sociation, 4025 Chestnut Street, Phila-
delphia, Pennsylvania 19104.

Technical Leaflet II, “Documenting
Collections: museum registration &
records,” Carl E. Guthe, American
Association for State and Local
History.

Technical Leallet 55, “Glossary of Legal
Terminology: an aid to genealogists,”
Shelby Myrick, Jr., American Assoei-
ation for State and Loezl History.

This leaflet is based on the austhor's ex-
perience at the Bernice P. Bishop Mu-
seam In Honolulu where she has par-
ticipated in a project to comvert the
miseum’s “permanent” loans to gifts
since 1972, Dr. Roland Force, former di-
rector of the mopseam, ibated the pro-
ject in 1968. Manning was an education
specialist st the Bishop before becoming
registrar in 18972. She holds degrees from
Palomar Jumior College and San Diego
Stute Callege. She = also the author of
Technical Leaflet 85 “DData Hetrieval
withont a Computer.”

.

TECHNICAL LEAFLET 94

Technical Leaflets are published by the
American Association for State and Local His-
tory for the purpose of bringing useful infor-
mation to persons working in. the state and
local history movement, The series does not
follow the same calegories month after ]:l'bmll'.l'.i.
since the selection of sohject matter is based
upon varied inguiries received by the As
sociation’s home office. The leaflets, which are

detachable from the magazine, are copyrighted
2 gl should he catalogued as part of Hisromy
MNEws,

American Association for State and Luocal
History Tﬂl:hnu:nl Leaflet 94, History NEws,
Val 32, No. 4. April, 1977. Converting Lowans
to Gifts: one solution to “permanent” loans.

AASLH is grateful to the Mationua! Endow.-
ment for the Arts for financial assistance in the
preparation of this leaflet.

Reprints are awvailable for 350 eich, For
information on bulk rates, write to the Associa-
tion at 1315 Eighth Avenue, South, Nashville,
Tennessee 3T203.
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Leéatlet

Technical Information Service

American Association for State and Local History

Documentation Practices in

Historical Collections

A Report from the Common Agenda

The objects held in history museums and his-
toric houses across the country represent an
irreplaceable legacy for the nation. The documen-
tation of these objects is necessary for exhihi-
tions, interpretive tours, outreach activities,
scholarly and popular publications, and the most
basic sharing of information and collections.
Inadequate documentation threatens the value
of our collections to future generations.

Complete documentation of museum collections
involves inventories, catalogs, and historical
research. Inventories tell where objects are.
Catalogs tell what objects are. Historical research
promotes understanding of what objects mean.
This last activity enables museums to place their
collections in context, explain the provenance of
artifacts, and establish their historical signifi-
cance. Collections research, however, is too often
neglected; and of all the activities of museums, it
may be the most difficult for boards, donors, and
the general public to understand.

In the spring of 1990 the Common Agenda
program of the American Association for State
and Local History commissioned a survey of his-
tory museums to gather information on the statas
of documentation of historical collections through-
out the United States. The survey sought to learn
how museums and historic houses addressed the
challenge of gathering and recording information

about the objects under their care. It asked the
respondents to identify factors that help and hinder
documentation of collections; to estimate the per-
centages of their collections that had been inven-
toried, eataloged, and researched; and to suggest
approaches to full documentation based on their
experiences. It also asked respondents to distin-
guish between two categories of documentation:
the routine housekeeping tasks of creating inven-
tories and catalog entries; and research into the
context of objects.

This report reflects the experiences of nearly
nine hundred history museams and historie
houses. It supgests that our material culture
legacy is inadequately documented and therefore
underutilized. The causes are limited personnel
and financial resources, the time-consuming
nature of research needed for documentation, and
conflicting institutional priorities. The statisti-
cal evidence reported here, plus anecdotal infor-
mation gathered from history museum profes-
sionals, point to a sobering possibility that unless
steps are taken to correct this situation, we may
become caretakers of an unfulfilled legacy.

—PaTtricia Gorpoxw MicHAEL
Executive Director
American Association for
State and Local History



Executive Summary

Survey Findings

*Seventy percent of ohjects in history collec-
tions remain unresearched while only 31 percent
of the collections require inventorying and 37
percent cataloging,

*Most history museums, regardless of their
sizes or types, have a similar profile of documen-
tation activities.

* Accredited museums and museums that have
adopted collections policies and computerized
recordkeeping show higher percentages of docu-
mented objects.

*Although 69 percent of history museums
recognize the importance of docomenting collec-
tions, an even higher percentage express dissat-
isfaction with current practices.

*The use of historical collections for exhibition
and interpretation, education and outreach pre-
dominate over those institutional imperatives
for collections documentation.

*Institutional priorities directed toward re-
search, scholarly publications, and educational
initiatives can encourage full documentation,
while demanding exhibition schedules and em-
phasis on educational programs may impede it.

*The main factors preventing adequate docu-
mentation are the needs for more staff, staff
training, time for documentation activities, and
the financial resources to meet these require-
ments.

*Seventy-seven percent of the respondents
estimate that they need only one or two addi-
tional staff per year to meet their documentation
needs. Additional funding requirements range
from under $10,000 to $25,000 per year in 60
percent of the cases.

*Predicted benefits of adequate funding for
increased documentation activities are valid
interpretation and improved stewardship of col-
lections, richer exhibitions for the public, and
more accessibility for research. Benefits to the
public functions of the museums outweigh but do
not overshadow traditional and scholarly mis-
sions.

Conclusions

*Too many history museums neglect historical
research on eollections, The survey results sup-
gest that our historical legacy will continue to be
unfulfilled if action is not taken to bring more
resources to collections documentation and to
improve documentation practices.

*To champion the cause for improved docu-
mentation in historical collections, the AASLH's
Common Agenda program should work with po-
tential funders at the national, state, and local
levels; with institutions that creatively address
documentation research and can serve as models;
with institutions traiming historians and mu-

seum staff members; and with the Accreditation
and Museum Assessment Programs of the Ameri-
can Association of Museums.

Comparisons of data on the size and type of
institution, staff, governing authority, collection
recordkeeping, and other relevant variables are
further analyzed in this report. Survey method-
ology, definitions, and response appear in the
appendices. Case studies of documentation im-
plementation and strategies from history muse-
ums were collected in conjunction with the sur-
vey. Quotes from museum colleagues and from
the case studies give perspective to the statistics
on collection documentation.

The Documentation Dilemma
Collections documentation invelves all records

‘and information generated by museums about

the objects in collections—their identification,
loeation, provenance, and context. It is a funda-
mental activity of all museums and a major
responsibility of collections management. The
following definitions used in the survey charac-
terize three interlocking documentation activi-
ties of collections management:

Inventory: Inventories tell where objects
are. An inventory is an itemized list of objects,
assemblies, and lots that identifies each object’s
location and movement.

Catalog: Catalogs tell what objects are. A
catalog is a record of objects in descriptive detail,
often itself, such as name, use, and physical
description.

Historical research: Historical research
promotes understanding of what objects
mean. Historical research involves catalog en-
tries and/or historic files that involve research
into sources external to the object, information
about the object’s historical and practical con-
texts before it arrives at the museum. For ex-
ample: When was it made? When and how was it
used? Who made it? Who used it? Who was its
first owner? What is known about its owners?

Level of Documentation Activities
in Historical Collections
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Level of Documentation Activities
Compared by Budget Size
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Does it have any special association or symbolic
value? Why did the museum acquire it?

Disparity in Documentation Activities
(Graphs 1 and 2)

On the average, museums reported that 69
percent of the objects in their care had been
inventoried and 63 percent cataloged, but only 30
percent had been researched. These statistics
support the concerns of museum colleagues about
the lack of historical research done on artifacts,
thereby undermining the understanding and utili-
zation of objects in historical collections. The
higher average percentage of inventory and cata-
loging activities reflect a greater emphasis on
recordkeeping and identification, only the first
steps in the complete documentation of objects.

Museums pointed to limited resources and the
time-consuming nature of historical research.

The utility of historic-musenm object collections is
limited. Often the provenance of objects within the
museum's confines is not known. Their histarical and
cultural contexts have vanished or were nover rocorded
.+ .. Without & documented context, many artifacts
remain little more than historical scovenirs.
—Themas J. Schlereth, “Museums and Material
Culture,” History Museums in the United States: A
Critical Assessment, Roy Rosenzweig & Warren Leon,
editors.

Larger institutions repartad a higher percent-
age of objects completely documented, but pro-
portionally fared no better than the smaller
museums in completing historical research. In
museums large and small, the percentage of
objects researched, on average, were less than
half that of objects inventoried and cataloged.
The fact that budget size has minimal impact on
relationships between research and other docu-
mentation activities suggests that institutional
priorities play a larger role in this variance.

Statistics indicated that federally governed
museums inventory, catalog, and research a higher
percentage of their objects than do other muse-
ums. State museums and public universities
reported a higher percentage of objects docu-
mented than do institutions with other govern-
ing authorities. This suggests that public insti-
tutions’ legal responsibility to maintain records
plus greater use of standard processes does have
an effect on documentation activities,

Historic “sites”™ showed up as the type of
museum that has a slightly higher percentage of

Documentation Activities
Compared by Method
of Maintaining Records
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Method of Maintenance
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artifacts documented. National park sites often
mentioned their established guidelines as an aid
to completing documentation. “Specialized”
museums, with a distinet collection focus, tend
to research a slightly higher percentape of their
objects.

The importance of a consistent collections documenta-
tion system is underscored by the atatistica in the
survey. AASLH"'s Common Agenda program is testing
a set of standard information manngement categories
{or data fields) at 10 Philadelphia history museums,
AASLH will use the results of this test, which will be
completed in Septomber 1991, ta formmiste r standard
sel of data felds that history museums should use in
documentation procedures. The data fields will cover
the three areas of object information reco
adminisiration, management, and historical context.
—Marguretta Sander, Project Coordinator, Philadel-
phia Documeniation Project, AASLH Common Agends

for History Museums.

Methods of Maintaining Collections Records
(Graph 3)

One of the trends that the Common Agenda
wished to examine was the effect of computeriza-
tion of documentation records. The survey sug-
gests that even partial steps toward the comput-
erization of collections information management
led to an increase in percentage of artifactsinven-
toried. There is negligible impaet in Lthe area of
research. Computers have been used mainly on
the record-keeping and identification aspects of
documentation. Although 54 percent of institu-
tions maintain records manually, 37 percent are
fully or partially ecomputerized. The remaining 9
percent rely on institutional memory alone or in
combination with manual records to keep track of
their collections.

Several case studies submitted in connection
with the survey shed light on the strategies, ac-
complishments, and unforseen problems inher-
ent in using computers to help document collec-
tions.

Be cautious sbout delsying a project because of the
promise of a new technalogy . - remember that
worthwhile documentation (including any dotabases)
is n consequence of quality work, not materials and
equipment . . . . Do nol assume computers are smarier
or more productive than their operators.

—Case study: Maine State Museum, Steven Miller,
Assistant Director.

Classification Systems

Sixty-one percent of the respondents use some
standardized classification system or vocabulary
for collections records. The statistics bear out
the obvious—institutions whose records are
computerized use classification systems at a far
higher level (78 percent) than those maintained
manually (53 percent). Thirty-eight percent of
museums with very small budgets have a system,

compared to over 70 percenl with medium to
large budgets.

Of the institutions that listed their vocabulary
or classification system for records, 63 percent
specified The Revised Nomenclature for Museum
Cataloging (AASLH Press, Nashville, 1988). Some
made no designation, but the majority of the
remainder listed are in-house systems. Other
systems include state museum, National Park
Service, Library of Congress, MARC, ARGUS,
Smithsonian, and various military recordkeep-
ing systems.

Documentation Activities
Compared by Museum Accreditation
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Museum Accreditation Correlation
(Graph 4)

Museums accredited by the American Associa-
tion of Museums showed higher percentages of
objects inventoried, cataloged, and researched
than unaccredited institutions. Thirteen percent
{118) museums in the survey are accredited; 87
percent (T75) are not accredited. Nine percent of
all museums are accredited; almost one third of
these are classified as history museums. During
the lengthy process of attaining accreditation,
collections documentation practices are not ad-
dressed as a whole. However, applicants are
asked in the preliminary “Accreditation Self-
Study™ manual if documentation of their collec-
tions needs improvement and asked to describe
their program for improvement. (The manual
defines “Cataloging” as the creation of a full
record in complete descriptive detail of all infor-
mation about an object, assembly, or lot.)

The Accreditation Commission's twenty yvears of expe-
rience cancurs with the findings of the AASLH survey.
Museums that kave thoroughly resesrched their callec-
tions greatly increase their abilities to convey to the
museum visitor Lthe knowledge and ideas contained
in the collection. The Commission has found that
rescarching collections directly results in the dramatic
improvement of exhibits and indeed the enhancement
of all public programming because the greatest benefi-
ciary of collections research is the museums’ audience.
—Dr. Roy L. Teylor, Directar of Chicago Botanic Gar-
dons: Chairman of AAM Accreditation Commmission.
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Importance of Documentation
to Institutional Mission
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Collections Policles

An average of 69 percent of the institutions
surveyed have adopted collections policies with a
span from 50 percent of the very small musenms
to 85 percent of the larger institutions. There is
a correlation between having an adopted collec-
tions policy and achieving higher levels of docu-
mentation. For example, 75 percent of institu-
tions with high documentation levels have an
adopted policy while those that have zero percent
of their collections cataloged have no collections

policy.

Importance Contrasts with Satisfaction
(Graph 5)

Sixty-nine percent of the institutions surveyed
said that historical documentation is very impor-
tant or important to their mission. Conversely,
67 percent stated that they are dissatisfied to
only moderately satisfied with current documen-
tation practices. This significant contrast showed
up across the spectrum of museums with some
variations in findings according to size and type
of institution. The recognition of the need for
thorough collections documentation to carry out
institutional goals versus the overall dissatisfac-
tion with current practices stands out as a
dilemma for history museums.

Research on the collection can be the most Lime consum-
ing of the whole project. There never seems to be an
ending point. Research also separates your records
from being just sdeguate to being excellent. The time
spent will be well repaid in the end.

—Case study from Travellers Rest: JH. Carpenter,
collections manager.

Like many amall historical museums, it has accepted &
wide range of ohjects. Over the years, sporadic atten-
tion ha= been given to documenting the collections, and
slmost no extensive research as been done, except for
exhibitions.

—Case study ea upgrading esollections management
program: Irene Zenev, Dougias County Museum of
History & Natural History.

Research yielded significant documentation of the tex-
tiles produced by black and white women and revealed
new information about the relationships bet ween hlack
and white women who spun, wove, quilted, and/or
sewed together. . . Through their diaries and letters, the
story of the lives of these women and their textile pro-
duction emerged.

—Case study of exhibition development: Misainsippi
State Historical Museom, Mary Lohrenz, Curator.

The larger an institution, the more importance
it places on documentation. Sixty-four percent of
institutions with annual budgets of $5 million or
over rated documentation as most important.
Thirty-four percent of very small museums with
budgets under $25,000, primarily run by volun-
teers, considered it very important. The lack of
finances and staff apparently force other priori-
ties on small museums. The smaller institutions
were by far the least satisfied with their corrent
documentation practices; the larger ones indi-
cated a greater satisfaction. The thirteen largest
institutions with annual budgets of more than
over $5 million showed similar levels of satisfac-
tion with no extremes.

Smaller museums and their boards should understand
that the collective memaory of the organization cannot
endure precisely or permanently. Merely accepting an
artifact into the collection fa bul the firsi step. No
matter what, the musenm must establish and adhere to
&n organized method for keeping track of the artifact;
for describing it and fts physical characteristics in
consistent, understandable terms; and . . . how [t
relates to the world in which it was utilized.

—S8am Wegner, Southern Oregon Historical Saciety,
Documentation Project National Advisory Board.

Federal and state museums and public univer-
gities deemed documentation more important to
their mission than private institutions. Muse-
ums of all governing authorities reported similar
attitudes toward satisfaction or dissatisfaction
with prevailing practices. The greatest number of
museums in the survey, 549, are governed as
private, not-for-profit institutions.

—5



Encouragements to Documentation
Primary Factors
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Impediments to Documentation
Primary Factors

Ranking of Factors
B Highest 00 Secona [ Thira

% of HE‘DDF;BHB

100
BO
B0
40

20 32

T ) [
R : o —
Farnennni Ol kbgm. i Byelemi Edlgrngl
Floassug Imgt.Prige lies Mhers

Encouragemenis and Obstacles to
Documentation (Graphs 6 and 7)

Examining the major factors that encourage
history museums to document their collections—
compared with those that hinder them—help to
clarify the causes of the dilemma facing muse-
ums. Replies to the specific factors listed on the
survey and other remarks by respondents reveal
afrustration with institutional needs, conflicting
priorities, and the lack of resources Lo deal with
these requirements.

Given the complexity of a musenm’s mission,
respondents confirmed the existence of tensions
among museum functions. Institutional priori-
ties that emphasize research interests, educa-
tional initiatives, and scholarly publications
encourage museums to improve the documenta-
tion of their collections. Most museums acknowl-
edged the role of collections documentation in
carrying out their museum's mission. But other
museam activities more visibly beneficial to the
public attract resources that might be devoted to
documenting eollections.

Institutional Priorities
Encouraging Documentation
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Use of Collections Sets Institutional
Priorities (Graph 8)

When asked to assign a priority to current use
of eollections, respondents overwhelmingly placed
the public functions of the museum on top of the
list; 80 percent deemed exhibition and interpre-
tation the top priority., Education and outreach
ranked almost as high—second and third priority
for most respondents, According to this survey,
demanding exhibition schedules and emphasis
on educational programs are factors that impede
adequate documentation.

Note that study and research were considered
the highest priority in 7 percent more cases than
is education. They were the highest priorities in
35 percent of the university museums and 20
percent of museums under federal authority.
Museums with larger budgets reported study and
research as the primary use of their collections
more often than smallerinstitutions. (The survey
did not distinguish between study and research
by staff members and by visiting scholars.)

Use of Historical Collections
Current Priorities
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ASSESSMENT OF DOCUMENTATION PRACTICES
FOR
HISTORICAL COLLECTIONS

Adequate collections documentation is fundamental to all other museum
operations; but it is also the one most frequently neglected and the one
most difficult for boards. potential funders, and the general public 1o
understand. This survey seeks to gather information about collections
documentation in history museums, historical organizations and historic
sites across the country. The Common Agenda Program of the American
Association for State and Local History will use this information to
examine documentation practices and to attempt to create more
resources at national and local levels for museums to use (o improve
documentation of collections. The survey is being supported in part
through a cooperative agreement with the Institute of Muscum Services.,

Complete documentation of museum collections involves three separate
but interlocking activities: inventonies, catalogues, and historical
research. It is this last activity that is most often neglected, but it is the
one that enables the museum staff o place their collections in context,
explain the provenance of individual items, and establish the historical
significance of artifacts. If your museum's collection is fully
documented, you should not only be uble to locate an object and know
whait it is called. but be able to answer questions like these about an

j 1 i w was it used” Who
at is known aboul its
symbalic value? Why

Please complete the survey with vour additions and comments typed or
printed legibly. Evaluations from history museums showed an average of
only half an hour to finish the form. Responses to survey guestions from
small, medium and large institutions are critical in order 1o obtain & valid
assessment of documentation practices nationwide, Be assured that we
will respect the confidentiality of each institution’s response.

Returned completed survey by MAY 5, 1990 1o:

Common Agenda Documentation Survey
American Association for State and Local History
172 Second Avenue North, Suite 202

Nashville, Tennessee 37201

REQUEST FOR CASE STUDIES: In addition to gathering information
about levels of documentation, we are also interested in sharing
strategies and methods used to implement documentation plans, Indicate
if you would be willing to participate further in this project by
submitting a case study from your institution.

YES NO

Case studies submitted will be considered for publication by AASLH as
a supplement to reports generated from this survey. Thank you for your
help in this effort.
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. Name of Museum

INSTITUTION DESCRIPTION

Name of Principal Institution (if different)

Mailing Address

Cutdoor Museum
Specialized History (specify)

Other (specify)

. Operating Budget

Check one.

Under $235,000
25,000 — 99,9049
SHO0000 = $249 999
$250.000 - $4949.999
$500,000 = $999,999
51 million = 52
£2 million — %3
%3 million — $5 m
Over $5 million

COLLECTIONS

PROFILE

Cliy State Zip Telephone No.
. Name of Director
. Museum Type . Museam Staff
Check the one most appropriale. Totals for this fiscal year,
General History Paid Staff
— General Museum w/Historical Collection Non-paicd Staff
Historic House Interms
Historic Site . Governing Authority

Check the one most appropriate for the institution,
Private, not for profit
Government Agericy
Municipal
County
Stale
Federal
Public university
Privare college/univ.
Church

Commiercinl business

_Other (Spec

Objects that are researched, exhibited and interpreted ag part of the museum's permanent collections are the focus of this
study. The permanent collections are those of intrinsic value that support the mission of the institution and are held and curated
on a permanent basis. Photographs, prints, drawings, and other works on paper accessioned as part of the permanent
collections are 10 be considered along with three-dimensional objects. Include permanent/long-term loan items over which the
museim has responsibility. Support materiils are nol 10 be included.

. Characterize the permanent histonical collections of the institution by checking the appropnate categories from Nemenclature for
Museum Cataloguing (€ Nashville, AASLH). Briefly describe the significance of the collections.

Structures

Furnishings

Personal artifacts

Distribution and teansportation artifacty
Recreational artifacts

Significance

Tools and Egquipment for;

materials

science and technology

comminication

Communication artifacts

(itemk vreated as expressions of humin thought, i.e.,
ar, religion, documents, books, photogrmphs)




[

. |5 there a written, legally-adopicd collections policy?

yes no

. Total number of objects in permanent collections.

. Gitve the percentage of your permanent collections that fall

within the following categones,
%
Objects {3-dimensional )
— Books
— Manuscripts /Photograghs /| Pnnts /Paintings
Histonc Structures
Living Collections

. Estimuied value of the permanent collections,

Use insurance valuation if availible. Check one.
Linder $100,000

5100000 = 990 900

51 milliom = $9,909 900

10 mullion — $99,900 000

S 100 million — $999 999 90G

S1 hillion and over

0. Indicate current use of the collection by prioritizing appropriate

ANSWErS.
1 = highest useage 2 = next highest, ele,
Exhibation/ Irterpretation

Stody (Research

Education/Qutreach programs
Conservation research
—— Other {Specifv),

. Average number of objects logned to other institutions each year,

. Check method of maintaining collection records.

Computerized or in the process of computenizution
— Manually mamtaned
Institutional memory

. Do you use a standardized lesjcon/vocabulary or classification

sysiem for records? yes no
{If 30, specify)

DOCUMENTATION PRACTICES

For the purposes of this survey, the following terms are used to descnibe documentation sctivibes of collection management.
Inventory;: itemized list of objects, assemblies. and fors which idemifies each object’s location and movement, Invenlories tell
you where ohjects are.

ph o driwing Mol catalopie entries onttin only
eseription andBesoripion of itk use. Catalognes

10 the object. information
h helps you understand

Id

the appropriuie boxes,

0% 0% W% W% 40% 50% 60%

. Indicate the percentage of antifacts in the museum collection that are 4) inventoied, b) catalogued, and ¢) resenrched by checking

70%  80%  90% 100%

a) inventoried

b catalogued

<) researched

spent on documentation,

. List number of personnel directly involved with collections management, full-time and part-time; and percentage of work time

SNumber in Collection Management % Time to Documentation
Full-Time Part-Time
Paid staff —
Non-paid staff
Intermns ————

1 = not important, 5 = very important
[

appropriste number.
1 = not satisfied, 5 = very satisfied

3

. How satisfied are you with your current documentation practices” Rank your institution’s degree of saiisfaction by circling the

(3]

. 1s histoncal documentation of the collections imporant to your institufion's mission?
Rank the level of imponance by circling the appropriate number.

4 5



5. Runk the primary factors (printed in bold) that currently impede Rarik the primary Tactors (prnted in bold) that currently
or prevent adequate documentation of your historical collections. encourage or enable vour museumn 1o attun full documen-
Then check (/) the secondary factors beneath the major headings tation of historical collections. Check [ / ) relevant
heat are relevant 10 your mstitution. Pleise make additions. secondary factors listed beneath major headings, Please

i t. Attich pages if nesded,
1= liighest rairked Bsctor expand list and commen pag,

I = highest ranked factor
Institutional Priorities A
Bevond scope of museum’s mission Institutional Priorities

Demanding exhib:tion schedule Museum mission
— Emphasix.on educational programs —— Scholarly publications
— Financial Resources — Educational matiatives
—— Institutional budget prionties Research interesis
—— Lock of grantToundation support Financial Resources
—— Personnel Resources ___ Institutional budget priorities
— Lack of staff CGrrant sUpporn
— Lack of expertise Foundation support
= L “f,'im': ., Personnel Resources
Insufficient raining in processes Curatorial expertise
SHMEtEmOVer. - — Priavities of director or stafl
e mwﬂi‘:‘f “‘:“Wﬂm Training opportunities
Size of collection E - K
— Backlog of undocumenied objects Ldlﬂm?ﬁ Manugemenﬂb}fs_te 1
Computer needs Effective :_hm_lmemmmn sysiem
Outdated documentation system Conipuiciivation of reconds
External Factors External Faclors
Nead for documentation standards Community/regional needs
Lack of public policy —— Requests for loans/research
Inadequate reference resources Opportunities for collaboration
Other (Specify) Speci

6. Indicate the level of additional annual funding and staff peeded 9. Given adequate funding lor documentation practices, rank
to achieve satisfactory documentation of your collections. the three most important benefits that could aceroe to your

Additional funds. Check one. musenm. Expand list, if appropriate.
Under $10.000 e

S10.000 — 525,000
— 825,000 - 50,000

Valid interpretation of colléctions
Richer exhibitions for public

S30,000 — $75.000 — Accessibility of collections for ressarch
$73.000 - $100,000 Inter-institutionul loans
Over STO000 Sharing of scholarship
- Educational/Cutreach fms
Additional staff. Circle one. e mﬂlmh
0 1 2 3 4 5 Overs Expansion of publications
—Oiher (expand list)

7. Approximate number of years needed 1o implement full docu-
mentation of your collections: Circle one.

B 1 2 3 4 5 Dwers

B Do you know of the documeniation support provided to
miseims by the National Endowment for the Humanities?

Yes N
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Other Encouragements to Documentation

In addition to effective documentation systems
and computerization, respondents pointed out
that research for a specific museum exhibition,
requirements for insurance purposes, the need
for legal protection, and complying with accredi-
tation standards also encouraged more complete
documentation.

Inconsistencies in record keeping for these many
objects for these many years invariahly poses the ques-
tion of commitlment. Although cur institutional priori-
ties refllect commitment to the permanent collections
theae priorities do not exiat in a vacuum. They are sub-
ject to the politien]l moves and funding swings which
affect all aspects of the museum's operation. We eon-
tinue to lobby for fonding and support of activities
which are not easily or often seen, We continue to do so
with the conviction that these artifacts cannot be effee-
tively used if they are not documented and accessible.
—Case study: Ann L. Koski, Neville Public Museum of

Brown County.

Personnel and Financial Constraints
{Graph 9)

The most serious impediment to improving
documentation is a lack of personnel resources:
98 percent of respondents cited needs in this
area. The lack of staff accompanied by lack of
time and staff expertise, insufficient training,
and staff turnover were the major contributing
factors. Financial resources weigh heavily in
decisions about personnel, Finances were also a
constraint in other areas, with half of the respon-
dents noting competition from other institutional
budget priorities and 42 percent citing a lack of
grant or foundation support.

The size of a museum's budget seems to have
little or no influence on the list of major factors
that prevent documentation. “General history”
museums, with their wider collecting focus, gave
a third more emphasis to problems of collections
management than these of institutional priori-
ties.

A backlog of undocumented objects, often from
early administrations, the sheer size of collee-

tions, and computer needs are problems that slow
documentation. Respondents also pointed out the
need for space for staff to work on records and
adequate storage space for the objects.

Stafi-related Trends (Graph 10)

The importance of personnel resources war-
rants a more detailed examination of the current
staff situation and how contributing factors, such
as budget size or computerization, influence the
time given to collections documentation. Fifty
pereent of museums with budgets over $25,000
had at least one paid staff in collections manage-
ment. Thirty percent of the largest museums had
from six to twenty. Thirty to thirty-eight percent
of the time of paid staff in collections manage-
ment was given to documentation.

The average time spent on documentation by
collection management staff jumped from less
than 10 percent in very small museums to more
than 30 percent in medium to larger museums.
Non-paid staff and intern time given to documen-
tation alsoincreased when paid staff pave a greater
percentage of time to collections documentation.
This statistic suggests that even & small amount
of paid staff time can increase the amount of time
given to documentation by non-paid staff and
interns. Some case studies emphasized the value
of using gualified wvolunteers for collections
research.

Research on the collection has been ongoing. We have
had some success with graduate students who had Lo
perform a local history project. These students were
ahle Lo research parts of the colleetion. Research has
alpo resulted in more denccessioning a8 duplicate and
non-relevent items sre identified,

—Case study: Rock Island Arsenal Museum, Daniel T.
Whiteman.

Museums with computerized collections rec-
ords allocated nearly twice as much paid staff
time to documentation than those maintaining
records manually. They showed a corresponding
increase in unpaid staff and intern time. The
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Additional Funding Needed
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extra time given to documentation in this
instance seems to benefit only inventory and
cataloging functions, not research. Staff time
spent on documentation in museums with formal
collections policies increased by about 10 percent
while accredited museums doubled staff time,
compared to non-accredited institutions. The
greater staff time given to documentation in mu-
seums that have computerized collections rec-
ords, institutional eollections policies, and/or
museum accreditation increases the percentage
of objects documented in these museums.

The Legacy of Our Historical Collections
Future Needs, Roles, and Responsibllities

Future Needs In Staff, Funds, and Time
(Graph 11)

One or two additional staff members, accord-
ing to 77 percent of the respondents, would mean
the difference between satisfactory and inade-
quate collections doeumentation. Sixty percent
replied that it will take under $25,000 annually
to achieve their goals. The time required varied
with the size of the institution. The resources
projected and the spread of time, primarily over a
five-year period, offer an optimistic but ultimately
achievable goal.

Percelved Benefits to Collections, Museums,
and the Public (Graph 12)

“Valid interpretation of collections,” followed
by “richer exhibitions for the public” and
“improved stewardship” were perceived as the
three most important benefits for institutions
and the public, given the resources to accomplish
adequate documentation. “Accessibility of collec-
tions for research” and “educational/outreach pro-
grams” were also important, Size and other insti-
tutional variables did not significantly affect these
responses, with the exception of federally gov-
erned museums, whose first, second, and third
emphases were stewardship, valid interpreta-
tion, and accessibility.

Whether we use photographs or maps, oil paintings or
television transmissions, decornted Easter eggs or slove-
pipe hats, we take Lthe artifact in hand and oblige it to
yield its meaning, context, and associations. And it is
these aspects of the artifmct which we communicate to
the general museum-going public or the scholarly
community in our displays and publications,
—Stoven M. Bockow, “*Culture, History, and Artifact,”
Materinl Cultur: Studies in Ameriea, Thomas J.
Schlereth (AASLH 1881).

The use of collections has a profound impact on
perceived benefits and the expenditure of current
and future resources. The benefits predicted by
respondents reflect the priorities of their institu-
tions. Of those who responded that the first use of
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their collections was “exhibition and interpreta-
tion," the number one benefit of having adequate
funding for improved documentation is listed as
“valid interpretation of collections.”

Of those who ranked “study and research” as
the most important use of their collections,
“accessibility of collections for research”™ was rated
as the major benefit, followed by “valid interpre-
tation” and “stewardship.” Of the institutions
that emphasized “education/outreach,” the pri-
mary benefit was valid interpretation followed by
educational programs, stewardship, and richer
exhibitions at equal importance.

Future Roles and Responsibllities

From its inception the Common Agenda has
focused on furthering the complete documenta-
tion of America's historical collections so that its
material culture legacy could be accessible and
understandable.

A second commaon thread that ran through the group
discussions was the need for both the mussum profes-
sion and the funding agencies to give the research and
documentstion of collections as high a priority as l.lmy
have given the interpretation of collections . . ..

organized focus on research and documentation lu a
reaponsibility that mumat be shouldered at national,
regional, state, and institutional levels if sur national
artifactual heritage is to be preserved, understood, and
used to increase our understanding of the past and the

present.

—From the report of the originel proceedings at the
conference of history museum leaders in 1987 that
spawned the Common Agenda for History Museoms.

Through this survey American history muse-
ums have identified documentation of collections
as an important priority. Alarmingly, the respon-
dents identify the potential for jeopardizing this
important historical legacy if collections remain
incompletely documented.

The American Association for State and Loeal
History's Common Agenda, with its membership
drawn from a diverse group of those concerned
with the expression of history in museums, stands
in an ideal position to champion the cause for

improved documentation for all history muse-
ums, In-depth study and planning will be given
at AASLH’s Planning Congress in early 1991
toward the next steps to resolve the documenta-
tion dilemma. Recommended Common Agenda
efforts will include:

*Publicizing the need for improved documen-
tation practices to museums, related organiza-
tions, and funding agencies.

* Promoting throughout the field the available
resources for collections documentation, espe-
cially in the area of research.

*Insuring that collections documentation
receives appropriate funding through national,
state, and local channels.

*Investigating successful museum strategies
for fully documenting collections.

*Reinforcing efforts by the American Associa-
tion of Museums to address historical collections
documentation through the Accreditation and
Museum Assessment Program.

*Addressing the training needs for collections
documentation to improve personnel resources
available for documentation activities.

*Studying further the role of automation in
addressing complete documentation needs in
inventorying, cataloging, and especially research.

AASLH-Common Agenda is currently experi-
menting with basic documentation tools in the
Philadelphia area. This project will result in
tested approaches to documentation—including
most basic object information and more general
contextual data. After the completion of the
project the Common Agenda will offer history
museums these tested approaches. The survey
findings and these specific approaches to docu-
mentation should form the basis for further
AASLH publications and training activities.

Appendix 1

Prollle of Historical Collections

This appendix profiles the collections of the
museums represented in the survey. Collections
are the core of history museums and represent
our rich and varied national heritage. Artifacts
in collections include three-dimensional objects,
photographs, prints, drawings and other works
on paper that are researched, exhibited and in-
terpreted as part of permanent collections.

Composition of Historical Collections
(Graph 13)

Three-dimensional objects account for just 50
percent of the artifacts in permanent collections.
The high percentage of historic structures re-
flects not only the number of house museums that
are part of the study, but the practice of housing
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history museums in historie structures that are
then incorporated into the collections. The
manuseripts, photographs, prints, and paintings
that are part of works on paper, plus books,
comprise 18 percent of historical collections. This
percentage grows slightly in the case of “special-
ized" museums, many of which have ethnic collec-
tions that are stronger in these areas than in
three-dimensional objects.

Mumber and Value of Artifacts

The number of objects held by a sampling of
702 history museums totals 300 million, If loosely
extrapolated to the approximately 6,000 institu-
tions identified for this study, totals could reach
over 2 billion objects. More than 190 respondents
did not reply to the guestion, many indicating
that they did not know the number of objects in
their collections. Estimates by respondents of
the value of collections were ambiguous; many
stated that one cannot putl a value on something
irreplaceable. Nevertheless, billions of dollars of
our national wealth is invested in the collections
of our history museums.

Appendix 2

Methodology and Response

To compile a survey list that would encompass
the universe of history museums for the doeu-
mentation study, we borrowed from research done
by the American Association of Museums in 1989
for their Decade Survey. Key contacts further
refined the list on a state by state basis, coming
up with a target population of 5,900 history
museums from the largest to the smallest. There
was a healthy response from 950 institutions
{16% of the total). Size, location, and types of
responding museums coincided with the national
estimate. The sampling used in the report in-
cludes 893 (15%) institutions whose survey (1)
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arrived before June 1990; (2) was correctly com-
pleted; and (3) met the criteria for inclusion.
Institutions included in the report met the follow-
ing criteria:

a. Organized as a public or private nonprofit
institution existing on a permanent basis for
essentially educational or aesthetic purposes.

b. Own and eare for historical collections and
exhibit them on a regular basis.

¢. Open tothe general publicon a regular basis,

Survey Methodology

To gain a solid insight into the documentation
levels of historical collections, the survey devel-
opers centered on three activities.

1. Creating an understandable survey focused
on comparative data regarding documentation
practices. The deliberate use of established
museum vocabulary and criteria assured that
information could be communicated and shared.
Definitions and terminology correspond to those
utilized by the American Association for State
and Local History and to those employed by the
American Association of Museums in their recent
Decade Survey. Philadelphia area museums
involved in a Common Agenda project were inter-
viewed and used as the first target population
and as evaluators, An advisory board of knowl-
edgeable museum professionals provided in-depth
insight and guidance throughout the process.

2. Obtaining a valid sampling of history muse-
ums in the United States. The basis for obtaining
a valid sampling of the universe of history muse-
ums was built on the most current combined list
of AASLH and that used by AAM. The 853
complete responses that met precise criteria
provided a sampling reflecting national condi-
tions in all sizes and types of history collections
throughout the country.

3. Analyzing and reporting data. Statistics
were compiled and compared as representative of
the whole of history museums with professional
guidance and analysis from the Marketing
Department of Louisiana State University, Per-
centages given incharts and graphs represent av-
erages from respondents. The objective evidence,
comments, and case studies from respondents,
plus the evaluation of the national advisory board,
constitute the basis for findings and conclusions
in this report.

Types of Museums (Graph 14)

The types of museums surveyed were divided
into seven catepories. The notations, which are
not inclusive, are offered to clarify the kinds of
institutions in each category. The type of
museum has an impact on documentation prac-
tices, the categories of collections, and the impor-
tance of documentation to thie mission of the in-
stitution,
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Budget Categories
Survey Response

General History Museum—addresses many
facets of history and interpretation. Includes
large federal and state museums as well as local
and regional museums often run by a private
historical society or municipal entity.

General Museum with Historical Collection—
usually describes a museum combining art, his-
tory, and/or seience in general presentation.

Historic House—encompasses historic struc-
tures of all kinds.

Site—includes historic sites such as National
Park Sites, battlefields,

Outdoor Museum—refers to a collection of
historical structures with a common interpreta-
tion. Sometimes called Living History museum.

Specialized History—those with special col-
lecting and interpretive focus, such as a trans-
portation museum or one depicting a certain eth-
nic group.

Other—includes such institutions as libraries,
children's museums, or science museums with
historieal collections.

Size of Museums (Graph 14)

The size of an institution has a strong impact
on all museum functions, including documenta-
tion practices. In accordance with general prac-
tice, the annual operating budget is used to
denote the size of history museums. Analysis of
survey data indicated that museums in the cate-
gories that follow had similar analogies. The
number of museums in each category is listed.

Under $25,000 budgel very small musaum 261
$25,000-§99 999 small musesm 215
$100,000-5499,999 medium-sized museum 249
§500,000-$999,999 large museum 68
Over $1 million very large museum 78

Analyzing the types of museums by their size
disclosed that the *Outdoor™ museams carry the
highest percentage of very large budgets; “Sites”
have medium to large budgets, while “General
History,” “General” museums, and *Historic
Houses” have larger numbers in the small to
medium annual budget categories.

Regional Response
from History Museums

Wl I Al

Miourtain Plains

Gm 15 1%

Regional Response
Compared by Budget Categories

Budgel
W 59 000 B pzs-pebns [0 BOS-aE9E90
Bl s=oc-wenavn = swa and aver

Regicns

Fiew Engtend

Horthaast

Southoaxi

Midwesl

lousntan Pioana

o =

% 15% S0 7% 100%
Budget rmpoaee in sach regias

11



Governing Authorlties

Private, not-for-profit museums are predomi-
nant in this study, tomprising 62 percent of the
total, with the other governing authorities
divided into the remaining 38 percent. Compari-
sons of budget sizes show that museums operat-
ing under the auspices of federal and state
authority have very similar profiles, with over
half governing medium to large institutions.
Private, university, and municipal museums show
about 60 percent in the very small to small budget
categories.

Reglonal Representatlion (Graph 15)

The parts of the country represented corre-
spond to the regions of the American Association
of Musuems and the average figures are gener-
ally representational of the number of museums
in each region. The profile of sizes of museums in
the survey in each region demonstrates a good
sampling, with the exeeption of a slightly lower
representation of very small museums in the
southeast. Survey results indicated that location
of museums had little or no impact on documen-
Lation practices and trends.
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The Alexandria Archaeology Collections

Management Project

by Barbura H. Magid and Carol E. Swow

INTRODUCTION

The importance of historical archaeology collections
to the research and interpretation of the past is well
known and well documented. The problems of
unprofessional curation, lack of management and
horrendous storage conditions of many of these col-
lections is also recognmized, Archaeological excavabons
in the United States are documented back to Thomas
Jefferson’s time, bul it is only in the last decade thal
archaeologists and museum professionals have
begun to address the effects of storage conditions
and packing materials on their collections and to
take actions to improve existing conditions and pre-
vent recurring collechions management nightmares
Without proper storage and conservation treat-
ments, many important collections are rapidly
deteniorating

The old storage conditions of the Alexandria
Archaeology collection offer a prime example of a
collections management nightmare. Artifacts were
disintegrating, storage bags and their all-important
labels were being destroyed by dampness and mice,
and boxes of artifacts were collapsing. Such problems

were successfully overcome through a cooperative
effort of many people, professions and agencies
Grant-funded projects were developed and carried
out with careful planning and a phased approach that
allowed us to cope with seemingly overwhelming
tasks. The methods used were simple and economi-
cal, vet effective

In 1991 we are celebrating thirty vears of archaeol-
ogy in Alexandria, Virginia. Excavations have
produced several million artifacts from 135 sites
Many of the artifact assemblages are from residential
sites representing a broad cross section ot the city’s
inhabitants from the 18th to 20th centuries. Other
sites relate to business establishments including cabi-
netmakers, shoemakers, combmakers, copper and
tinsmiths, potters, a glass factory, a sugar refinery,
taverns, a doctor’s office and an apothecary shop
The breadth and depth of the collections make them
one of the foremost comparative studies in urban
archaeology. But if steps had not been taken to
improve collections storage, there would be no cause
for celebration.



THE PROBLEMS

The Alexandria collections are now housed in a state-
of-the-art, climate-controlled storeroom, in archival
record storage boxes on compactor shelving. Bult this
is a very recent accomplishment. For many years the
artifacts were stored in a damp, crowded basement,
similar to conditions in many musenums and reposito-
ries acryss the country. Like many historical
archaeology collections, they were out of sight and
out of mind and nearly inaccessible for the research
purposes for which they had been collected.

Our storage and conservation problems derived
from a dangerous combination of overcrowding,
high humidity and, in many instances, inappropri-
ate packing materials. The basement storeroom, in
a city facility two miles from our museum, was
large enough to shelve only halfl the collections
The remainder of the boxes were then stacked on
floors, in hallways and in an adjacent garage.
Continuing excavations added to the problem, so
that eventually boxes in the aisles blocked access to
nearly all of the shelved boxes. The environment in
these spaces was completely uncontrolled. High
humidity caused growth of mildew on the walls,
delamination and collapse of cardboard boxes, dis-
integration of paper bags and labels, and corrosion
of metal artifacts

Many of the boxes, bags and labels used to house
the artifacts were, for a variety of reasons, made of
unsuitable matenials. For economy, liquor boxes had
been used as containers, grocery bags made of acidic
paper or unstable plastic for artifact storage and
acidic newspaper as padding. These materials were
originally obtained at no cost to the city. Many arti-
facts were never washed and remained in their paper
bags from the field. These bags had begun to fall
apart, mixing proveniences and losing some field
records entirely.

SOLUTIONS

1t was clear that steps needed to be taken to improve
comditions, but the problems seemed insurmountable.
We needed more money, more staff time and more
professional expertise than were available in our city
budget, so we decided to apply for federal grants.
The grant application process turned out to be ben-
eficial to the planning process, as the granting
agencies required a logical approach and large
amounts of detail. It was the process of applying for
our first grant that made us look at each step of the
project and develop rational goals instead of jumping
ahead to the desired results. Input from a contract

\
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conservator, who was later funded by the grants,
helped the staff archaeclogist in developing a project
with professional standards. Program officers at the
granting agencies helped us decide if our projects
were appropriate before the application process
began and provided assistance along the way.

The Alexandria Archaeology Collections Manage-
ment Program was broken down into three phases:
surveys, renovations and rehousing and conservation,
The phases were funded through a cooperative effort
among the National Science Foundation, the Institute
of Museum Services and the city of Alexandna. In all,
the three sources provided approximately $150,000 for
consultant fees, storeroom renovations, storage equip-
ment and supplies. For a small museum, it seemed
like a fortune.

PHASE I: SURVEYS

The goals of Phase | of the program were ambitious
and multifaceted: to survey, identify and quantify
our storage problems. We accomplished the goals in
three simultaneous tasks: 1) collection inventory, 2)
conservation survey and 3) environmental survey
Phase | required a motivated crew with skills in
archaeology, computers and conservation. Archaeol-
ogyv staff, grant-funded contractual staff, and other aty
departments participated. The key players were the
staff archacologist, who masterminded and supervised
the project, the conservator and two conservation
assistants. For the conservator, with a background in
fine art conservation and archaeological field experi-
ence in the eastern Mediterranean, the nature of the
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materials was at first 3 hur-
dle. We overcame it with
the enthusiasm and knowl-
edge of the assistants, both
anthropology students who
had worked on excavations
in Alexandria. The design of
the project required the
plavers to be able to trade
positions regularty, adapt to
logistical challenges and
maintain a sense of humor
throughout a long summer.
The survey team exam-
ined the contents of each of
the 3,158 boxes. The inven-
tory and conservation sur-
vey were entered together
into a computer data base
using a portable computer
in the storeroom. Our data
base recorded up to forty-
nine fields of information
for each box of artifacts,
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| ed an overview of the con-
servation needs of nearly
three mullion artifacts.

The contract conservator
simulianeously performed o
survev of the storage facil-

ity's environment. A close

look at the storage areas gave

a few causes for concern. The

city’s nearby sewage treat-
‘ ment plant produces a num-

ber of pollutants. Supervisors
there assiired us that enough
distance protected us from
any ill effocts, Of more seri-
ous concern was the city's
fire-burn  building where
firemen practice rescue bech-
niques in a smoke-filled
tower located virtually out-
side the collection store-
room. | hese oulside forces,
bevond our control, were
not ideal, but given the alter-

providing various reports,
statistics and even box labels. For sach box, we
recorded the site numbers and other information
about the provenience of the artifacts. We included a
briel description of box contents using codes for arti-
fact categories. To improve access, we recorded the
exact location of each box. At the end of the inven-
tory, we printed out box labels in site, provenience
and material order, We then color eoded the labels
by their designated shell unit, and later put each box
easily in its place in the new storeroom.,

We also recorded past treatments (Le., washed,
marked, catalogued), the current methods of stor-
age and the number, size and tvpe of new boxes,
bags and labels needed. We then used the com-
puler's statistics function to caleulate instant counts
of supplies to include in the budgel of our nexl
grant application.

The conservation survey assessed current condi-
tions and conservation needs of the artifacts. We
provided a description of the level of conservation
required, from 51m|_11|_=- surface cleaning Lo sophisticat-
ed treatments, a notation of whether the treatment
shotild be done by a trained staff person, supervised
volunteer or professional conservator, and a time esti-
mate in hours required for the treatments. A priority
system was developed to quantify the urgency of the
treatment, with "1” being the highest prierity and “5”
the lowest, After looking at many similar artifacts, the
two assistants were eventually able to give reliable
conservation estimates. The results were not highly
refined, but that was not what we were after; we want-

natives,  especia lly  the
option of leaving the artifacts where they were, we felt
the decision to renovate a room in the same building
was the nght choice.

The internal storage environment that existed in
1989 had been monitored for temperature and rela-
tive humidity with recording hygrothermographs
and for pests by periodic inspections of "Mr. Sticky”
insect traps. Occasional sightings of mice and snakes
had been reported by employees in the building.

The three manths spent in the dampness of the
basement storeroom, known as “The Pit,” tested team
spirit and motivation. Personnel, the computer and
the tape plaver survived three floods in storage and
work areas. The mouse nests and empty snakeskin we
found in the collapsing cardboard boxes and among,
the artifacts added nothing to our sense of comfort.

PHASE I1: STOREROOM RENOVATION

Renovating the storeroom, which we had planned
from the start, really took shape as we saw the resulis
of the environmental survey. The goal ot the renova-
tion included providing optimum storage conditions
in an available room on the second floor of the same
off-site facility, This 1,500-square-fool room had
unfinished cinder block walls, twenty-foot ceilings
and huge Palladian windows. We needed to provide
shelving for 3,000 boxes, with room for growth, and
to provide an environment that would maintain the
stability of the artifacts. We also wanted a work area
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s that résearchers could use the collections in the
storeroom, all of which we had to accomplish, of
course, ab minimum cost and as quickly as possible,

The contract comservator collaborated with the
staft archaeologist, architects, engineers and city
administrators to plan the new facility. The simple
renovation included blocking the windows as an
evonomical solution to insulation and securty, insu-
lating walls, hanging drywall and installing new
lighting. The conservator supplied a list of materials
that could be harmful to the artifacts and approved all
malerials which were to be used in construction.

A “computer room” HVAC unit, which combines
heating, cooling and humidity control, was installed.
The unit provided the optimum environment for most
of the artifacts and also filters out smoke and other
pollutants from our neighbors. A strip to seal the door
provided further protection from the outside. The
storeroom was wired (o security and smoke detectors
and a wet-pipe sprinkler system was installed. Wet
artifacts are far better than bumed ones!

Compactor shelving doubled the storage space of
regular shelving. Our ten-foot high shelving units roll
laterally on a track, so that only one aisle is openat a
time. By turning a handle, we can move ten fully
loaded rows of shelves al once. In an area of expen-
sive real estate like Alexandria, compactor shelving is
less costly in the long run than additional floor space.
Compactor shelving can be purchased with fancy
-abimets and drawer umits, but we took the more éoo-
nomical approach of lidded boxes on open shelving,

The construction was nearly completed when the
shelving arrived. A little cooperation between shelv-
ing installers and electricians helped complete the

praject the day before our grant-funded staff and
movers arrved to commence Phase [ The archaeol-
omsts, Phase 1l statf, Alexandra Archaeology
volunteers, city staff and workers trom a labor pool
all helped to move the collections onto compactor
shelving one aisle at a time

PHAsE 1Il: REHOUSING AND
CONSERVATION

'hase [l had two goals: 1) passive measures to
enhance preservation af the entire collection by pro-
viding improved storage conditions and rehousing
the artifacts in stable; inert packing materials and 2)
active measures (o conserve deteriorating artifacts
identified as high priority in the collections survey,
Our goals would have been useless without the provi-
siom of a climate-controlled storeroom from Phase [

The contract conservator was hired to perform the
treatments. A diverse group of assistants, interns and
volunteers worked steadily on rehousing the collec-
tion under the supervision of one of the Phase 1 assis-
tants. The continuity of staff helped to make a smooth
transition to the new phase of work.

The survey revealed that the old storage matenals
were often i much worse condition than the artifacts
themselves. But the packing methods were also detri-
miental to the artifacts. Almost every box, bag and
label needed to be replaced, artifacts needed to be
sorted by material, and microenvironments needed to
be created. We bought 2,000 new boxes, 17,000 plastic
bags and 245 pounds of silica gel. The rehousing
team dealt with the worst parts of the collections over
a six-month penod.

We store most artifacts logether by provenience,
bul we made exceptions for artitacts requiring micro-
environments. As we repacked the collections, we
removed all metal artifacts and placed them in air-
tight polyethylene boxes arranged by site. Other
artifacts were packed in unsealed polyethylene bags
along with an appropnate amount of silica gel condi-
tioned to halt or slow down corresion processes.
Museums with larger budgels can use specially built,
airtight desiccating cabinets, which serve a similar
purpose to our micro-environments in polyethylene
boxes. (Hher artifacts were sorted and placed in new
polyethylene bags and archival record storage boxes.
We used our portable computer and a word-process-
mg program to print uniform and legible labels on
acid-free card stock. An important aspect of the prop
ect was updating the inventory, which sometimes
presented a challenge as box contents were divided
or combined. Updated conservation information was
ilso entered into the data base.

e —



The general philosophical approach used for con-
servation treatments in the project complemented
standard archaeological conservation. We followed
the principle of minimal intervention, or “less is
more.” Qur goal way to stabilize actively deteriorat-
ing artifacts in order to provide and preserve
maximum information for archaeologists studying
the collections. Unlike many treatments for historic
or decorative arts objects, the treatments were not
done for aesthetic or cosmetic reasons. The artitacts
were not returned to a new or “as used” appearance,
but are still exhibitable, if not pretty, Preventive
measures were employved wherever possible, such as
providing microenvironments for temperature- and
humidity-sensitive artifacts, like ivory ¢combs, or
potentially unstable artifacts, like corroded iron
gunlocks. Written and photographic documentation
was recorded for all treatments, A final report pro-
vided a summary of the treatments, environmental
recommeendations and advice on cleaning and pack-
ing artifacts. It also included Material Safety Data
Sheets on the conservation materials, now stored in
the Alexandria Archaeology Laboratory, to inform
the staff of the toxicily and safe handling of the
chemicals.

Conservation treatments were only performed on
artifacts whose survival was seriously threatened.
The treatments were carried oul in twenty days over
a six-month period, during which the conservator
addressed any problems encountered by the rehous-
ing crew. A wide range of materials received
treatment: ceramics, plass, metals, wood, leather, tex-
tiles, bone, horn, ivory and paper. The quality, which
may have no bearing on archaeological or historical
significance, varied from well-preserved silver coins
to sludgy textile fragments excavated from a privy to
fine Chinese export porcelain. Treatments ranged
from relatively simple surface cleaning and recon-
structions to more sophisticated desalination and
consolidation treatments. Because the laboratory was
set up in a small space within the Alexandria
Archacology Museum, museum visitors, wolunteers
and staff members were able to observe and learn
about the conservation processes.

ONGOING RESPONSIBILITIES

Phases 1, I1 and 111 have been successfully completed,
but we cannot boast that the Alexandria Archaeology
Collections Management Program is over. The collec-
tion received emergency care, but ongoing preservation
measures never end.

Routine maintenance and continuous monitoring
of the storeroom and collections allow us to identify
and resolve any problems as they arise. Regularly

scheduled housecleaning and maintainance of the
HVAC system has been set up with city employees. A
recording hygrothermograph monitors the storeroom
environment. The monthly changing of the hygrother-
mograph charts mandates periodic inspections of the
room, the microenvironments and the collections. No
food or drinks are allowed in the new storeroom, and
the area is monitored with “Mr. Stcky”™ insect traps,
Our aim is to prevent the need for fumigation.
Emergency needs are addressed m the museum’s
disaster plan.

The work area of the storeroom provides space for
processing artifacts and studying the collections.
Computers generate information on the artifact
assemblages as well as on their exact locations
Access to the collections for research and exhibition is
at last possible.

Long-range conservation plans include surtace
cleanmg and rehousing the backlog of excavated arti-
facts, the remaining low-priority conservation
treatments, proper care of artifacts from current exca-
vations and preservation of archival malerials. We
hope these efforts will aveid future conservation
nightmares, and we hope our efforts will inspire oth-
ers to establish their own archaeology collections
management programs,
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completed a conservation survey of the Alexandria
Archagology collection in 1989.

Barbara Magud is assistant director of Alexamdria Archaeol-
ogy. She has worked extensively to improve the care of
Alexandria’s archaeological collection through developing
computerized inventory amd cataloguing swstems and
assisting in the design of Alexandria Archaeology's
miusenm, laboratory and storage facility ot the Torpedo Fac-
tory Art Center in Alexandria, Virginia.
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Your

Collection

BY JILL MARIE KOELLING
igital imaging (DI) is no longer a new topic in the museum, library, and

archive community. In fact, the speed at which this technology has incorporated into our
culture rivals the invention of photography itself. Many institutions around the country are
already involved in DI projects or are in the process of seeking funding for them. Deciding to
embark on a DI project is the easy part. The desire to create better access to collection
materials is a goal we all share. Figuring out how to manage the project successfully is more
difficult. This technical leaflet is designed to help identify and answer the many questions

that surround DI projects.



QUESTIONS TO ASK BEFORE YOU
START SCANNING

Is this project about access or preservation?

There are two main reasons to enter the digital
arena. The first and most obvious is to provide access.
By creating DI files we enable the use of our collec-
tions via electronic media online and on CD-ROMS.

Preservation is the other reason to start a digitization
project. However, it is important to recognize that a DI
file can never replace the original. Nothing can substi-
tute for the experience of seeing the original
Declaration of Independence. Even with today’s
advances in digital technology it is impossible to repli-
cate an original exactly. What we can do, however, is
give our patrons a better way to see the information
held in the original while at the same time limiting its
use. By creating a digital image of the original, we can
also stop the loss of information due to ravages of time.

Access vs. Preservation — Time and Cost Implications

DI projects that are strictly access-driven are cheaper,
faster to complete, and require less storage space. They
result in smaller image files, which means less informa-
tion from the original is available in those files, and the
files offer fewer uses. Digitizing for access will not allow
for long-term preservation of originals because the
length of time the digital files will be useful is severely
limited by their size. Preservation-driven projects are
more expensive—sometimes considerably more—much
slower to complete, and require more storage space.
The result, however, is larger files that offer much more
information from the original for researchers, the possi-
ble retirement of original materials, and a hundred-fold
increase in the long-term viability of the files. Deciding
to digitize for preservation will, of course, not preclude
creation of surrogate files for access.

Another important consideration is the ability of orig-
inals to withstand handling. When the Nebraska State
Historical Society digitized the Solomon D. Butcher
photograph collection, the scans were generated from
6x8 inch glass plate negatives. The project also includ-
ed cleaning and re-housing the collection so every neg-
ative was handled sometimes two or three times. Most
of the more than 3,000 negatives had rarely been
touched since they came to the Society in 1915.
Preservation projects allow for effective retirement of
the originals. Considering the time investment either in
access or preservation projects, scanning for long-term
viability, i.e., preservation, is the wiser choice.

Outsourcing vs. In-House Production

The next decision is whether you or an outside orga-
nization will do the digitizing. There are advantages
and disadvantages with either scenario.

Hiring an outside vendor has several, often over-
looked, advantages. First, your institution will incur no
cost for purchasing equipment, or hiring new staff, and
will not add to existing staff’s already heavy workloads.
The vendor will be responsible for maintaining the
equipment or replacing it as technology advances. Your
staff can concentrate on what they already do best, cat-
aloging, i.e., metadata and access, without having to
learn how to make scanners accurately capture historic
photographic materials.

The disadvantages of hiring an outside vendor
include the difficulty of finding someone you trust!
Although organizations around the country are offer-
ing digitizing services specifically for museums and
archives, few have been in business long enough to
have earned a reputation for quality and reliability.
Another problem involves the delay in ascertaining
quality control of the files, especially if the vendor is
not working onsite. This potential lag in turn around
time could considerably slow the progress of your digi-
tization project.

Doing the work internally is the practice favored by
many institutions currently involved in DI projects. In-
house production requires a tremendous up-front
investment in equipment, space, staff, and training. DI
technology changes so quickly that within five years
the scanner purchased for your project may be useful
for nothing more than a doorstop. And the amount of
time spent training staff to digitize the collections can-
not be reclaimed. Once your grant funded project is
complete it is hard to stop scanning, especially with an
in-house DI operation already established.

The real advantages to in-house production are the
ability to respond immediately to quality control prob-
lems and the fact that your collections do not have to
travel to the vendor. While some vendors will come to
your institution to do the digitization, and this elimi-
nates much risk to the collection, you must find space
for the vendor’s equipment and staff.

How to choose the right equipment

DI equipment comes in many shapes and sizes and
not all scanners and cameras are created equal. Below
is a list of specifications to keep in mind while determin-
ing which equipment to buy, whether the DI project is
for access or preservation. Access-only projects require
less resolution and less expensive equipment.



Preservation projects require higher resolutions and
more expensive equipment. I cannot stress enough the
impact of handling original collection materials, so if
you are going to scan a collection, scan it once and scan
it right for longevity of the image file and protection for
the originals. Finally, when it comes to equipment, as
with most things in life, you get what you pay for!

Flatbed scanner technology has grown rapidly over
the last few years. Scanners are now available for less
than $100. However, such inexpensive scanners may
not create the best results. Look carefully at the type of
material you are going to digitize. Does the project
include photographic prints, negatives, or transparen-
cies? What size are the originals? If you are scanning
from manuscripts, are they typescripts or handwritten?
How small is the text? When scanning from text-based
materials, be sure to consider whether you want the
result to be a digital image of each page or text-search-
able files. These formats are mutually exclusive and
require different types of equipment and software to
generate. Are you hoping to digitize three-dimensional
objects or large objects such as maps or quilts? The
answers to these questions will help determine what
equipment you choose. Moreover, no single piece of
equipment can meet all these needs.

Picking a Scanner

Control is everything. You must be able to adjust the
scanning software manually. Talk to the vendor or
manufacturer about white and black points. It is vital
that you be able to set those points, rather than relying
on the scanning software to do it for you. This control
will greatly increase your ability to capture accurately
the original. [See the later discussion of white and
black points under the section on quality control and
benchmarks.] If the vendor or manufacturer’s repre-
sentative does not know what you are talking about,
ask to talk to a technician at the company or pick a dif-
ferent manufacturer.

Optical resolution is also important. Do not buy a
scanner that has an optical resolution lower than 600
pixels per inch (ppi), which is the minimum at which
you should digitize. Ppi and dpi (dots per inch) are
used interchangeably by scanner manufacturers,
although they are not the same. Every dot in the print
world requires two pixels. Most scanner manuals use
dpi when they are really describing ppi.

Dynamic range is the last, but not least, important
option to consider. The greater the dynamic range, the
better the scanner. It is also true that the greater the
dynamic range the more expensive the scanner. Many

scanners have a dynamic range between 3.2 and 3.7. If
you are planning to digitize late nineteenth-century
glass plate negatives, buy a scanner with a dynamic
range of at least 3.5. The best scanners coming on the
market have dynamic ranges over 4.0.

Scanner bed dimensions — the larger the scanner
bed the larger the original you can scan. Remember
that it is usually a good idea to leave a bit of room
around the original during capture. You may also want
to include a color bar when scanning in RGB, so think
of that when comparing bed sizes to your originals.

Scanner speed — how long does it take to generate a
file on the scanner? This information is available in the
technical specifications. Beware though, it is often pre-
sented as the speed at which the scanner generates a
file at the lowest resolution, not necessarily the speed
at the maximum optical resolution. As a general rule,
the higher the resolution the longer it takes the scan-
ner to generate the file.

Transparency adapters — does your project include
both reflective and transmitted objects, both prints and
negatives or slides? If it does, you may decide to buy a
scanner that has a transparency adapter. Sometimes
these are larger, heavier lids that replace the standard
lid. On other models, you place the negatives or slides
in holders that fit into a drawer underneath the CCD
and light source. [The CCD, charged-coupled device, is
the capture mechanism on scanners and cameras.]
Either design has good and bad points. Adapters such
as lids can create problems when scanning fragile
objects. The heavier lid will put more pressure on the
original and may cause damage. Trays that slide in and
out under the CCD are often stiff and require extra
care once the originals are in place. Many times the
film holders used in the tray do not leave extra space
around the edge of the negative. Depending on the
type of negative this can cause problems when trying
to capture the entire sheet of film, particularly with
holders designed for 4x5 negatives. Some scanners
that utilize trays for transparent materials offer a gener-
ic holder that covers the entire capture area. This hold-
er is often included for use with glass plate negatives,
but you can use them for any film size. Try putting
another piece of glass on top of the negatives to keep
them in place when using the generic holder. Do not
do so, however, if the negative is fragile!

Some scanners digitize only film or slides. If your
project involves only scanning slides, these scanners
might work well. However, the same considerations
apply when looking at object-specific scanners. Optical
resolution is particularly important. Thirty-five millime-
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ter slides are so small it is crucial to digitize them at
higher resolutions to be able to look closely at details
in the image and make 8x10 prints.

As with any computer equipment, the minute you
buy one, a newer and better scanner will come on the
market. Do not let this be a factor in your decision.
Choose a scanner that meets your needs and spend as
much money as you can afford to get the highest opti-
cal resolution and dynamic range. As previously men-
tioned, make sure you buy a scanner that allows you to
have complete control over the software. Remember
that this scanner will not last forever, but it needs to
give you results that will meet your benchmark.

Digital Cameras

Today’s market includes several high-output digital
cameras that might be the solution to your digitizing
needs. Several institutions around the country are
using such cameras to capture all types of photograph
material as well as three-dimensional objects. Few digi-
tal cameras can actually capture at high enough resolu-
tions to meet even the lowest benchmarks. This
shortcoming may seem remarkable, given the hun-
dreds of digital cameras showing up at the local shop-
ping mall, but these cameras have yet to achieve the
output quality of flatbed scanners.

The biggest difference between digital cameras and
scanners is the size of the capture area. Both digital
cameras and flatbed scanners use CCDs to capture
information from the original and turn that information
into a digital file. The capture area, however, is much
smaller in a digital camera than on a flathbed scanner.
This difference translates directly into the amount of
information you can capture. Think of the CCD in a
digital camera as film. The size of the CCD or the area
over which the CCD moves during capture depends
upon the size of the camera. Most digital cameras on
the market today are roughly the size of a typical
35mm camera. The CCD is small and generates file
sizes often not larger than 3MB.

The other big difference between scanners and digi-
tal cameras is the way in which resolution applies to
the image file. Scanners offer many variations on reso-
lution, the higher the resolution the larger the file size.
With digital cameras, resolution is defined not by the
number of pixels in an inch, but by the number of pix-
els the CCD can capture in total, for example,
1240x1080. This limitation controls the ultimate file size
and amount of information it can hold.

Although most digital cameras will not be suitable for
your project, a few might work. Two companies, Phase

One and BetterLight, offer digital capture devices that
attach either to medium format cameras, for example
Mamiya or Hasselblad, or to large format 4x5 view
cameras. These devices are called scanbacks because
they are basically mini scanners housed in what looks
like an extra long film holder. The device moves a CCD
along the length of the capture area to create the digital
file, in effect acting much like a CCD in a flatbed scan-
ner. These scanbacks offer maximum pixel dimensions
upwards of 10,500x12,600 pixels, and file sizes of
380MB and higher. With these capture tools, generally
$26,000 and up, digital camera technology begins to
approach the level of capture generated by flathed
scanners. It is important to remember, however, that a
large object captured with these high-end digital cam-
eras will not stand up to life-size print output and retain
the amount of detail held by the original. There are not
enough pixels in the file to support small details, espe-
cially in maps. Software control remains important with
digital cameras, especially output levels for white and
black points. However, the important concern is the
number of pixels captured.

Buying equipment, whether it is a digital camera or a
scanner, can seem overwhelming. Make things easier
by talking to your colleagues at other institutions that
are already involved in DI projects. Find out what kind
of equipment they use and what they like and dislike
about it. Ask them about software controls, dynamic
range, and optical resolution. Finally, buy the best
equipment you can afford, but be realistic. There are
good scanners on the market that will not break the
bank and will allow you to meet your benchmarks.

A note about computers

Buy a computer that has the fastest processor and as
much RAM as you can afford. The faster the processor
the faster your image processing will go, and the more
RAM you have the more flexibility you will have with
programs like Adobe Photoshop.

TECHNICAL ISSUES: ESTABLISHING
BENCHMARKS

Benchmarks are technical standards you establish in
order to obtain the best possible digital representation
of the original, within the parameters of your equip-
ment. Their establishment is a vital step in any DI pro-
ject. It is a good idea to try to establish a set of basic
benchmarks before purchasing equipment, as this
might help in the selection process.
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This glass plate negative is 6 inches tall by 8 inches wide. High resolution digital imaging makes an incredible difference when
looking at small details. The colored square on the full plate indicates the portion of the original shown in the resolution exam-

ples at the top. Photos courtesy of the Nebraska State Historical Society.

Benchmarks include requirements for resolution, white
and black points, histogram characteristics, compression
algorithms (if any), color requirements (if applicable), and
authentication requirements. Without a set of predefined
benchmarks, quality control on files generated in-house or
through a vendor will be virtually impossible.

How to establish benchmarks
Resolution

In order to create benchmarks that will work for
your project, you need to answer several technical

questions. First, at what resolution are you going to
scan? This decision depends entirely on the size of the
originals and the use to which you plan to put the files.
For purposes of this discussion, let us assume you are
doing a DI project for preservation and access, with
the goal to scan once and scan right, so the originals
can be retired.

Resolution directly affects the ways in which a digital
file can be used. Currently, Website use requires at
most 300ppi, while magazine or book publication can
require up to 800ppi. Think carefully about the poten-
tial uses of the files you generate. Think also about
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hard copy prints. How large are the prints you generate
for your patrons or exhibitions? Will the resolution you
choose be enough to print an 8x10 original at 20x24?
The larger the print size, the more information you
need, so the more pixels you need per inch.

Is there a resolution threshold? There is a point when
using higher resolutions no longer helps you see more
information held in the original. At very high resolu-
tions, 3,000ppi and higher, the visual information is
obscured by the paper fiber in a print when examining
the file at 100 percent or one-to-one. More study is
needed to determine resolution thresholds for all types
of photographic media. Just because your scanner can
capture at such high optical resolutions does not mean
it is appropriate to do so. Think again about the benefits
of high resolution scanning and the potential uses of the
digital files and let those answers guide you. Remember,
today’s Internet is nothing like tomorrow’s, so do not
limit yourself to low resolution image files just because
that is all you might need for the next few years.

Color

Working with accurate color is the most difficult
challenge in the digital environment. Color is a prob-
lem for several reasons. Every scanner, digital camera,
computer monitor, and software package has different
color spaces in which the files are created or displayed.
Color space is the way software defines the color spec-
trum. Have you ever taken a photograph indoors with-
out a flash while using outdoor film? The photograph
looks orange when developed because the film you
used is designed for outdoor use where the light is
much cooler or bluer. Taking a photograph indoors
with this film under tungsten light, which is very warm
in color, results in the orange cast in the image. Color
space is similar in that it has its own way of defining
and representing color. A red shirt may look the same
to your eyes indoors and outdoors, but the film does
not see it that way. Color space used by your monitor
may show that red shirt in a different way than any
other monitor.

Some software allows the user to choose a color
space. This is how printers are able to go from scanner,
to monitor, to hardcopy print, and end up with results
that match. This is called color balance. Adobe
Photoshop has multiple color spaces from which to
choose. It is important to remember that no matter
how well your system is color balanced, as soon as a
different user opens the image file on their home com-
puter it will no longer look exactly as you saw it when
you posted it to the Internet.

Unfortunately, there is no industry standard for
color. However, there are some solutions or at least
some ways to minimize the problem. First, when creat-
ing the master scan of your original, include a color bar
as part of the image file. Color bars are industry stan-
dard tools developed by companies like Kodak to judge
color and help film developers accurately process and
print film.

By placing a color bar in the master file, you give
everyone who uses that file a standard reference of
color. It helps take the guesswork out of color inter-
pretation. Another way to help your users is to include
a color bar as part of your Website. The color bar will
help anyone who comes to your site adjust their moni-
tor for viewing your images. Of course, this assumes
the user will have a good understanding of how to do
that. The best way to help your users understand the
realities of this issue is to let them know that the color
they see on their monitor may not exactly replicate
the original.

File Formats

Generally, it is a good idea to use uncompressed tiff
files for the master scans. Tiff files are cross-platform
compatible, meaning you can open them on either a
Mac or PC computer. There is no compression, so this
eliminates the possibility of problems with compres-
sion. The tiff file format is not new and is widely used.
Although a tiff file will take up more storage space than
a jpeg or gif, the long-term viability of a tiff file compen-
sates for the extra space required.

Once you generate a master file and it passes quality
control, surrogate image files may be generated for use
on the Internet or producing hard copy prints. Because
these files are in effect, disposable, making them jpegs
is the best option. The jpeg file format is a compressed
file that shrinks the size, requiring less storage space,
making it faster to access on local area networks and
the Internet.

Working with histograms

Histograms offer the best view of tonal range cap-
tured by the scanner and are examined for clipping as
well as the correct setting of white and black points.
Clipping results when the white and black points are
not set on true white and black during the set-up of the
scan. If white and black are improperly set, everything
above or below those points is “clipped” or registers as
the same tone. When clipping occurs, the scanning
operator has misjudged the actual white or black points
in the image and must rescan the original using differ-



ent settings for the white or black point.

Spiking on the ends of the histogram usually indi-
cates clipping. This problem also shows up in the image
itself as blockage and pixelization in the shadows and
blowouts in the highlights. Acceptable spikes can occur
if the edge of the original negative has lost emulsion, for
example, or the sky holds no detail and is one tone in
the original. Such instances, however, are rare.

You can best observe optimum placement of whites
and blacks through the histogram. It is important to
look at the number value assigned to the brightest
highlight and the darkest shadow. Highlights should
not read a value higher than 247 and shadows should
not be lower than eight or 9. If these numbers are

Histograms offer the best view of tonal range captured by the scanner and are examined
for clipping as well as the correct setting of white and black points. Spiking on the ends of

the histogram usually indicates clipping.

exceeded the scan must be redone. This is particularly
vital if the original image has a short dynamic range.
The white and black points must not be set on 0 and
255, as this will stretch the dynamic range of the
image, creating gaps in the histograms, and thus unus-
able scans.

Storage

Storage is an important issue because your needs
will increase as you generate more image files. Two
methods used by many institutions around the country
are local area networks (LANs) and CD-ROMs. A LAN
is the most versatile system for storing digital image
files, allowing immediate access for anyone connected
to the system. Cost is a disadvantage for using a LAN

for permanent storage. Although hard drive space is
getting cheaper every year, megabytes of space fill
quickly. An 8x10 photograph scanned at 800ppi in RGB
results in a 360MB file. It is also vital to have reliable
backup systems in place. These features will ensure
the time and money invested in creating the files is not
lost due to hard drive failure.

The other popular method of DI storage is CD-
ROMs. A CD will hold approximately 650MB of data
and it is now possible to buy them for around $1.00
each. Itis a good idea to create two copies of each CD
and store one set, the backups, at a different location.
This simple solution will give your institution better
odds of retaining the data if a natural disaster or some

other tragedy should strike
and damage the CDs.

Metadata and File
Authentication

Metadata is data about
data, information about the
digital image file. The com-
pilation of metadata at the
time of capture is also an
important step in file
authentication. Digital
image files are easily copied
and without associated
metadata there may be con-
fusion as to which file is the
master scan.

A lot of information is
available online and in pub-
lished form regarding meta-
data. (See additional
resources at the end of this
article.) However, two categories of information need
to be compiled for every digital image generated: 1)
Source information - original object number, original
object size, and format (type of print, type of negative).
You might also want to include limited descriptive infor-
mation about content; 2) Image File information - file
name, resolution, grayscale or RGB, equipment used,
name of the person who generated the file, and date
the file was created.

Refreshment

This is the most important aspect of any DI project.
Refreshment is the transfer of digital files from one
storage media to another to ensure that the files
remain retrievable as technology advances. Do you
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have 5 Vs inch floppy disks with files that you cannot
retrieve because you do not have a computer with a

5 Y4 inch drive? This is a common occurrence and

will continue to be a problem as computer technology
evolves. To avoid this problem in the future, transfer
files to new media as it becomes widely available. The
next big change in storage technology, CD-ROM to
DVD, is already here. Most new computers are now
coming with DVD drives as standard equipment, rather
than CD-ROM drives. Although current DVD drives
will read CDs, as newer, faster DVD drives are built,
they will no longer be able to do so. Considering the
amount of time and money put into your DI project, it
is worth the effort and cost to refresh your files. Do not
let more than five years elapse before refreshing your
data. Longevity of the storage media is not as important
as the ability to access the information.

DI projects are challenging but fun and the results
can forever change the way your collections are used.
Remember that a successful DI project depends on
careful planning and a good understanding of the impli-
cations for your institution.

Jill Marie Koelling is Curator of Photographs and Head of
Digital Imaging for the Nebraska State Historical Society.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Besser, Howard and Jennifer Trant. Introduction to
Imaging. Getty Research Institute, 1996.

Conservation Online, http://palimpsest.stanford.edu
/bytopic/imaging/. This site is full of valuable informa-
tion on all aspects of digital imaging.

Council on Library and Information. Guides to Quality
in Visual Resource Imaging, July 2000, © 2000.

Gill, Tony, Anne Gilliland-Swetland, and Murtha Baca
Introduction to Metadata, Pathways to Digital
Information. Getty Research Institute, 1998.

Kenney, Anne R. and Stephen Chapman. Digital
Imaging for Libraries and Archives. Department of
Preservation and Conservation, Cornell University
Library, June 1996.

Koelling, Jill Marie. Revealing History: Digital Imaging
the New Photographic Research Tool, Spectra, Fall 2000,
Volume 26, Issue 2, pgs 10-15.

The National Digital Library program at the Library of
Congress http://lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/award/
lessons/lessons.html, offers several articles available
online that address the many aspects of DI projects.

Research Libraries Group Resources,
http://www.rlg.org/visguides/

© 2002 by American Association for State and Local History. Technical Leaflet #217,“Digitizing Your Collection,” included in History News, volume
57, number |, Winter 2002. Technical Leaflets are issued by the American Association for State and Local History to provide the historical agency
and museum field with detailed, up-to-date technical information.Technical Leaflets and Technical Reports are available through History News magazine
to AASLH members or to any interested person. Membership information or additional Technical Leaflets may be acquired by contacting American
Association for State and Local History, 1717 Church Street, Nashville, TN 37203-2991, (615) 320-3203; fax (615) 327-9013.
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Ethics Position Paper:

The Capitalization of Collections

PREFACE

he American Association for State and Local History (AASLH) issues periodic
Position Papers to assist individuals and institutions in implementing specific
components of the Association’s Statement of Professional Standards and Ethics
(revised 2002). Adopted by the Council on June 21, 2003, Ethics Position Paper #1
provides practical guidelines for interpreting, adopting, and implementing the

Association’s position on the ethics of capitalizing an institution’s collections.

INTRODUCTION

Whether or not to capitalize collections is one of the most important decisions that a museum or
historical organization will make. It has the potential of playing a major role in the
organization’s long-term financial strategy and can make a significant impact on its relationship to
governmental agencies and the public. AASLH believes that collections are not financial assets, but
constitute a separate category of resource directly fulfilling institutional missions, legal responsibilities,
and fiduciary obligations. Reflecting these values, the AASLH Statement of Professional Standards

and Ecthics is specific: “Collections shall not be capitalized or treated as financial assets.”

Powertul forces may argue on behalf of capitalization. Decision-makers must be knowledgeable
about accounting standards and legal requirements and understand the arguments both for and against
capitalization. Decisions regarding capitalization must be made consciously at the highest level and in
a public manner, and they must be implemented through consistent and definitive policies and proce-
dures. Institutional leaders must be prepared to present their decision persuasively to other public and

private decision-makers.




The Capitalization of Collections

DEFINITIONS

Collections are items or groups of items that are owned
by an organization and have been formally accessioned for
the exclusive purposes of research, education, interpreta-
tion, and exhibition. They may include personal proper-
ty—artifacts, documents, photographs, maps, ephemera,
etc.—and real property, such as historic buildings, struc-
tures, and grounds. Collections are different from other
organizational property in that they are acquired, record-
ed, and managed solely to meet the institution’s fiduciary
purposes, in accord with its articles of incorporation,
bylaws, and collection policies and procedures.

Capitalization is the act of establishing a cash value on
property as an asset within the institution’s financial
reports. The purchase costs of capital items are not
expensed, but are added to the total accrued value of the
institution’s assets. If donated, the value of capital items
is treated as income and increases the value of the orga-
nization’s assets. A collection is capitalized only if and
when it is defined and treated as a financial asset by the
institution’s policies, practices, and financial statements.
An institution may choose to identify its capitalized col-
lections as a type of fixed asset or as a separate category
of asset. Although an institution may apply depreciation
to capitalized collections as a pro-rated expense, as a
general rule collections appreciate in value, and a depre-
ciation schedule is not applicable.

If collections are not capitalized, their value will not be
identified within an organization’s financial statements as
a financial asset. Non-capitalized collections still must be
identified as a separate item with an identified cash value,
which may appear on the appropriate financial statement,
within an auditor’s note explaining the institution’s signifi-
cant financial policies, or both. Such identification, how-
ever, does not constitute or suggest capitalization, unless
so specified by the financial policies and identified as
financial assets within the financial statements themselves.

The sole act of placing a cash value on a collection
does not necessarily capitalize it. Appraising a collection
for insurance purposes, for instance, establishes a value
in case of damage or loss, but it does not by itself capi-
talize the collection. Appraisal in and of itself offers
unique challenges. Some items may have historical value
because of the stories they tell far in excess of their
monetary value, while other items may fluxuate widely
in value in accord with a fickle market over time. In
addition, if an item literally cannot be replaced, how
does an institution identify a replacement value?

An institution also may place a cash value on the collec-
tion for political or public relations purposes without capi-
talizing it. A state historical agency, for instance, might
place a cash value on its research collection for the pur-
pose of documenting the state’s investment over time or to
argue for expanded budgetary support without capitalizing
that collection. Conversely, if a historical organization uses
the value of a collection as collateral against a loan to

improve its facilities, those collections are being treated as
capitalized financial assets, regardless of any institutional
policies and financial statements to the contrary.

THE AASLH POSITION ON
CAPITALIZATION

First stated in the AASLH Statement of Professional
Standards and Ethics in1990 and repeated without revi-
sion in 2002, the Association’s position on the capitaliza-
tion of collections is clear: “Collections shall not be
capitalized or treated as financial assets.” Why?

First and foremost, 501(c)(3) non-profit corporations
and government agencies own, manage, interpret, and
share historical resources in fiduciary trust on behalf of
the citizens within the states in which they are incorpo-
rated. Even though a historical organization may be a
private corporation, its collections are considered part of
the public domain. Thus, when an institution owns and
manages a collection, it acts as a fiduciary agent of a
broader community. That is why museums and histori-
cal organizations are exempt from certain taxes—
because of the public value of what they do, including
and especially care of the public’s collections.

By capitalization, however, an institution makes a
conscious decision to treat its collections just like any of
its other financial assets, no different than bank
accounts, investments, office equipment, or real estate.
It should not be forgotten that the primary purpose of a
collection is to fulfill the fiduciary purpose of the insti-
tution. The primary purpose of a financial asset is to be
managed in such a way as to achieve financial stability
and health for the organization.

As financial assets, capitalized collections are in dan-
ger of being used as security, attached by lien, sold, or
otherwise encumbered to meet outstanding financial
debts and obligations. If the institution is a unit of gov-
ernment, such as a city or state museum, the governing
body might be forced to sell all or portions of the collec-
tions, just like office equipment or a fleet of trucks, to
meet payroll or to pay off bonded debt. This is not why
the institution acquired its collections, why they have
value, or why a donor received a tax deduction for con-
tributing a collection to an institution. Capitalization of
collections clearly violates the public’s fiduciary interests
in the collections.

Even if an institution does not capitalize its collec-
tions, it must take care not to treat those collections as if
they were financial assets. During times of financial cri-
sis, an institution might be tempted to sell collections to
cover operating expenses, like utilities and salaries, or as
security to obtain a line of credit. Not only is this bad
financial practice that puts the institution’s (and public’s)
collections at risk, but also it is unacceptable in meeting
the institution’s fiduciary obligations. Neither economic
conditions nor bad financial management are excuses for
treating collections as financial assets.



PRESSURES TO CAPITALIZE
COLLECTIONS

FASB & GASB

The Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB) of
the Financial Accounting Foundation established the
standards for the capitalization of collections by private,
non-profit institutions in its Statement of Financial
Accounting Standards No. 116 (FASB 116), first pub-
lished in 1993, which is repeated by the Government
Accounting Standards Board (GASB). FASB 116 and its
GASB equivalent establish standards and procedures for
reporting collections on audited financial statements,
whether or not they are capitalized. But, neither FASB
nor GASB standards require that museums capitalize
their collections. Paragraph 11 (pp. 3-4) of the FASB
Statement reads as follows.

An entity need not recognize contributions of works
of art, historical treasures, and similar assets if the
donated items are added to collections that meet all
of the following conditions:

a. Are held for public exhibition, education, or

research in furtherance of public service rather

than financial gain
b. Are protected, kept unencumbered, cared for,

and preserved
c. Are subject to an organizational policy that requires

the proceeds from sales of collection items to be

used to acquire other items for collections.

There are three key elements in this definition of
collections. First, the purpose of collections is not
to provide for the financial health of the institution.
Second, collections are to remain unencumbered—
that is, they are not to be used as security against debt.
And third, proceeds from the sales of collections can
be used only to enhance the collection.

Condition “c” has nourished rigorous debate within
the professional community, even more than among
auditors, on how tightly the acquisition requirement
should be applied. Some professional associations
demand that proceeds from sales of collections can only
be used “to acquire other items for the collection.”
Other organizations, such as the American Association
of Museums and the American Association for State and
Local History, allow a broader interpretation. The
AASLH Statement of Professional Standards and Ethics
requires that “collections shall not be deaccessioned or
disposed of . . . for any reason other than the preserva-
tion or acquisitions of collections.” There is general
agreement among all professional organizations, howev-
er, that capitalization is contrary to responsible care of
the collections and that, at the minimum, any proceeds
from sale of collections must be used only for activi-
ties—specifically replacement and direct care—that
maintain an equivalent value within the collecdons.

Public Agencies

City, county, and state governments are increasingly
pressed to identify all of their potential assets in order to
obtain the best bond rating and lowest interest rates
against long-term debt. It is not surprising that they look
at the publicly owned collections as one of the last uniden-
tified sources of financial value. In some cases, auditors
may instruct governments to capitalize their museum col-
lections under the guise of GASB requirements. But, once
again, GASB standards do not require the capitalization of
collections. The bottom line question is this: If a govern-
ment is in default of its debts, is it actually willing to sell
the public’s heritage to fund that debt?

Governing Boards

Governing boards of private non-profit museums also
are under pressure to show the strongest possible bot-
tom line on their financial reports. The FASB definition
of collections is exactly the issue that the board must
address. Are the institution’s collections different than its
other assets? If the answer is “Yes,” then the decision is
obvious, and the board will act to protect its collections
and will not capitalize them. If the answer is “No,” then
the institution should re-examine its mission, commit-
ment to the public trust, and non-profit status.

Other: Insurance Companies, Donors,
Press & Public

Insurance companies, particularly those covering
directors’ and officers’ liability, have been known to
request that collections be capitalized in order to
improve the balance sheet. They should be resisted.
Similarly, donors, the press, and select individuals in the
public may inquire as to why the collections are not cap-
italized. In most instances, an institution can use those
inquiries to make and strengthen its case that the public
interest is not served by capitalization.

CONSEQUENCES OF
CAPITALIZING OR
NOT CAPITALIZING COLLECTIONS

Consequences of Capitalization

The greatest threat of capitalization is the potential
loss—even if distant—of the collection to the public
domain. If an institution chooses to treat its collection as
just another financial asset, then it is subject to all of the
conditions applied to those assets, including encum-
brance and potential loss. This violates the fiduciary rela-
tionship of the institution to the citizens of the state in
which it is incorporated, its obligations to the collections’
donors, and probably its articles of incorporation and
very mission as an institution. And it poses a potential
public relations disaster. Picture the headline: “History
Museum places public’s heritage at risk to pay salaries.”



The Capitalization of Collections

Consequences of Non-Capitalization

The chief financial consequence of not capitalizing col-
lections is that hundreds of thousands and perhaps mil-
lions of dollars of potendal assets will not appear on the
balance sheet. Some auditors and board members may
suggest that this negatively affects the public picture of the
institution’s financial health. Since collections cannot be
used to support the daily operations of an institution, the
decision to not capitalize actually represents the most
accurate financial position. By consciously choosing to
protect its (and the publics) collections, an institution
acknowledges the public trust for which it receives sub-
stantial benefits, honors its mission, and makes a strong
public statement of commitment. Picture an alternatve
headline: “History Museum commits to protecting public
heritage at all costs.”

GUIDELINES FOR ACTION

Know the Requirements

It is important to know first hand what is required and
what is not required regarding financial recordation of
collections. Every institution should obtain a copy of
GASB’s Statement of Financial Accounting Standards
No. 116 or FASB’s Statement of Government
Accounting Standards No. 116, whichever is appropri-
ate. Don’t let someone else interpret the standards for
you. Be prepared to make the case for non-capitalization
based upon what is allowed and what is in the best inter-
ests of the public and your institution.

Obtain Legal and Accounting Counsel

There are no legal or accounting prohibitions that
prevent any institution from choosing not to capitalize
its collection. Engage auditors and attorneys with
extensive non-profit experience and detailed knowledge
of FASB/GASB 116 and their implications. Public insti-
tutions must hold detailed and regular discussions with
the senior government auditing and legal agents to
which they report.

Involve all Stakeholders Early, Publicly, and Often
An institution is acting in the public interest when it
decides to protect its collecdons, and it is appropriate to
involve the public in the discussion. Do not be afraid of
making the discussion public or of involving the press in
the discussion before there is a crisis. It is equally impor-
tant for governmental institutions that their governing and
advisory bodies, overseeing agencies, and authoritative
public officials understand that collectons are not assets to

be traded for salary support, bond ratings, or garbage con-
tracts. The earlier and more publicly all of the stakehold-
ers understand the decision and why it was made, the
greater is the chance that a public crisis can be avoided.

Make a Conscious Decision

The governing authority is well advised to act con-
sciously, publicly, and officially when it adopts a policy
of non-capitalization. The decision must be thoroughly
and openly discussed and its implications understood.
This is especially true if the institution is a governmen-
tal agency, where the public nature of the discussion
often may provide the strongest defense against the
pressures to capitalize. It may be valuable to revisit the
issue on a regular basis—every three to five years—to
introduce new governing board members to the issues,
re-engage key external constituencies, and reaffirm the
institution’s values.

Implement the Decision in the Institution’s
Policies and Procedures

An institution’s policies and procedures provide the
best protection against challenges to the decision not to
capitalize collections. It is particularly critical that col-
lection policies and procedures restrict the use of funds
generated by the sale of collections or the recovery of
insurance payments on damaged or lost collections. The
more tightly the policies restrict those proceeds to the
acquisition and direct care of collections, the more easily
they can be defended against challenges.

CONCLUSION

Because historical museums and organizations act in
public trust, the public interest must be paramount in
any decision involving the acquisition, care, interpreta-
tion, and use of collections. Therefore, institutional
leaders must deliberate carefully before making any
decision that might put the collections at risk. Since no
accounting standards require that collections be capital-
ized, any institution that chooses the course of capital-
ization is making a conscious decision to treat its
collections as financial assets, and that decision automat-
ically places those collections at potential risk. AASLH
believes that such risk, and therefore the act of capitaliz-
ing collections, is inconsistent with the institution’s fidu-
ciary responsibility to the collections it maintains and
the citizens it serves.

For additional information or assistance, contact the
AASLH Standing Committee on Standards and Ethics,
1717 Church Street, Nashville, TN 37203-2991.
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