Caring for Collections
Moderator Notes


How to use:
These notes and accompanying slideshow are designed for use in a group format with a moderator/presenter and several participants. The group size is flexible- with a smaller group it can be run as largely a guided discussion with some background, while for a larger group it can be run with more defined boundaries between presentation and break-out discussions. 

Discussions are integrated throughout the presentation. If using this in an in-person setting, ensure that participants will be able to easily talk with each other. At the start of the presentation, encourage participants who are scattered to move to sit with the group. 
If you are in a remote setting, think about strategies for encouraging and moderating discussion appropriate to your audience and platform. If the group size is large, you should be prepared to use breakout rooms to facilitate conversation.  

Running time: 
The amount of time this curriculum will take depends significantly on the time allocated for discussion. Typically, at least 50-60 minutes is needed for the program, but it can be extended to two hours with more discussion time and incorporation of additional activities.  

Suggestions for customization of the presentation
· Integrate photos of your own collections storage area in place of the storage areas shown on Slides 10-12.
· Add an example of an object from your collection that has posed particular care-related challenges for your institution in addition to or in place of those shown on Slides 13-15

Suggestions for supporting activities
· Have participants tour your collections storage area
· Have participants learn how to construct an archival box
· Bring objects from your collections and your institution’s template for condition reports. Ask participants to complete a condition report and discuss the role these reports play
· Invite a collections manager or conservator from your institution to discuss their work and to conduct a Q&A session. 




Caring for Collections
Presentation Notes

Plain text can be read directly from the notes when presenting 

Italicized text in boxes provides additional information for the moderator, including suggestions for guiding discussions.

Slide 1:

Welcome your group of participants. Introduce yourself and any other presenters. If the group size is small, you may also wish to have participants introduce themselves. Depending on the context explain the purpose of this workshop and the goals for the session. We would appreciate acknowledgement either here or at the end of the development of this curriculum by the University of Oregon Libraries and Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art (and it will also help explain the focus on examples from these institutions). If you have done so, highlight ways that you have customized this presentation to your institution. 

Slide 2: 
This presentation explores how museums and archives care for their collections. When a museum accessions a collection (or a library a special collection), they are typically making a commitment to care for the collection in the public interest in perpetuity. In our discussion today, we will think about what it means to care for a collection and explore the skills required for collections care. 

Slide 3: 
Group brainstorm: what does it mean to care for a collection? 

Encourage the group to think broadly about care. Most groups will immediately think about physical preservation, but they can also consider 
· Contingency planning
· access (findability, space, interaction)
· record-keeping- associated documents, records of conservation work
· linking collections to stakeholder groups
· some spiritual and ritual objects need highly specialized care 

Slide 4:
Despite broadening definitions of how collections care is conceptualized, physical integrity remains at the heart of collections care. With a mandate to care for objects and items in perpetuity, museums and library special collections invest significant resources in ensuring that they will be there for generations to come. 

Slide 5:
Threats to an object or item’s integrity come from many sources. Some objects or items are made out of materials that are inherently unstable. Perhaps the most extreme common example, nitrate negatives are notoriously unstable, deteriorate rapidly, and can even self-combust. Far more common are acidic papers, which if left untreated deteriorate significantly more quickly. 

Slide 6: 
Some objects arrive at the museum or library with damage. They may be creased, stained, torn, mildewed, or have rust damage from pins, staples, and binder clips as seen at top. Staff work to stabilize the collections before they are placed in storage

Slide 7:
If possible, damage will be stabilized or corrected- here you can see documents being humidified in order to straighten them. Not only will it improve the long term physical integrity of the documents, it will also enable them to be properly cataloged and more easily examined. 

Slide 8:
The UO libraries are fortunate to have an in house conservation staff. Here, you can see staff and volunteers in the Beach Conservation Lab working to restore rare books. The primary goal of conservation is frequently stabilization, that is, preventing an object from deteriorating further. Conservators work with curators to strike a careful balance between minimizing the changes to the books while ensuring that they won’t suffer further damage when read. 

Slide 9: 
Sometimes, specialized conservationists will be asked to come work on a particularly unique or fragile piece. Here, you can see textile expert Beth Szuhay  examining an 18th century silk tapestry from China from the JSMA collections. 

Slide 10:
Once objects or items are stabilized, they need to be stored in a way that will prevent further damage. Here, you can see documents that have been placed in acid-free folders which are then grouped together in acid-free boxes. However, you can also see the need for care. Here, objects of different size and thickness were laid flat, which led to bending of the collections.

Slide 11: 
The collections facilities themselves need to have a stable environment with temperature and humidity controls. They need to be checked regularly for intrusive damage such as water leaks or pests. Since they are typically not open to the public, collections storage spaces are often very tightly packed. 

Slide 12:
Different types of objects have different storage needs. Here you can see shelving, flat storage, and hanging storage, as well as specialized containers for large objects. 

Slide 13: 
Some objects pose particular challenges for storage. Take for example, this glockenspiel. 
Why might this artwork be difficult to care for?

Discussion themes: objects that are sharp and fragile, need to build special cases



Slide 14: 
What about digital files? These are increasingly part of special collections. Why might digital files be difficult to care for? Should libraries update the formats to current ones or maintain software that allows the digital formats to be read? 

Discussion themes: formats can rapidly become outdated. Is the item that is being preserved the file itself or the contents of the file? 

Slide 15:
This sculpture by Nam June Paik poses its own set of challenges. As an electronic device, it is fragile and needs particular care. This artist, who was a pioneer in the field of video art, left specific instructions for repair that even allowed for the use of different video delivery technology if needed. 

How much change can happen in the repair of a work of art? Is it more important that the art turn on as intended or that it retain its original components?

The field of art conservation overall is moving towards an emphasis on stabilization and prevention of further damage rather than repair and concealment of damage. For example, a crack in a pottery vessel will be stabilized so it doesn’t expand, but not made invisible. Why do you think the trend is in this direction?

Discussion themes: form vs. function, the value of being able to distinguish repairs from the original work, histories of bad repairs- best practices change so minimal intervention is always best. 

Slide 16: 

Break the audience up into small groups for this discussion. Allow to discuss the full suite of questions, then report out. 

Should museums and library special collections have the goal of preserving everything in their collection forever? 
Discussion themes: Is this an achievable goal? Are there items that are meant to become obsolete? 

Should museums and library special collections care for every object in the same way or should objects that are more delicate be treated differently? What about objects that are more rare or valuable? 
Discussion themes: Museums and libraries have limited resources- not everything can have the most restrictive treatment. Decisions need to be made based on clear prioritization that balances the importance of the collection in need of attention with the level of urgency

What principles should be used to decide how an individual object or item is treated? 
Discussion themes: Need a transparent process, need to bring in diverse voices, important to have a policy in place that can guide decision-making



Slide 17:
An important element of collections care is cataloguing and record-keeping. Museum and library special collections contain thousands of objects or items in closed storage. Cataloguing ensures that people searching for material on a topic can learn about the existence of the items/objects and that those items/objects can be located. 

Slide 18:
When initially donated, collections may arrive in disorganized fashion, as can be seen in these photos here. Regardless of the condition in which it arrives, collections need to be processed before they can be made available for use.

Slide 19: 
Processing collections is a skilled task, and the processes used in museums and in library special collections have their basis in the unique institutional histories of each location. Art museums typically process each object individually. In contrast, while library special collections may process each item individually, depending on the nature of the collection they may be more inclined to group objects into a collection. Museums also tend to be more individualized in their approach to cataloguing, while libraries draw on a significantly more standardized recording system. 
That said, in terms of the actual information gathered, there are more similarities than differences. Most importantly, the common goal is to use cataloguing to maintain important identifying information and to assist in locating the item. 

Slide 20:
Collections storage areas are dense spaces that are not generally open to the public. They are typically filled with closed containers. If an item is not catalogued, mis-shelved, or misplaced, it could be decades before it is located.

Slide 21:
This can be seen in the different ways that the UO Special Collections and the JSMA have catalogued their copies of the same rare book- a late 17th century Chinese book of woodblock prints entitled Imperially Composed Pictures of Tilling and Weaving. Keep in mind that the catalog record presented here is the publicly available portion of the catalog and thus displays differences in both recording and in which portion of the catalog record is made available to the public.

This activity is best conducted using the handout version of the catalog records included on the Uniting Collections Canvas site. The catalog records are also included on the next three slides in case handout use is not possible. If using the handouts, delete or skip over the next three slides and instead use their discussion themes to guide your conversation. 

Slide 22:
Here, you can see the JSMA record. What do you notice about this record?

Discussion themes: 
· catalog entry is for a single page rather than the whole book. This is in part because individual pages may be displayed separately, and thus need to be catalogued separately
· terms such as culture and materials tie into an art focus



Slide 23:
Here, you can see the UO Libraries record for the same book. This is a longer entry so it is split over two slides. What do you notice about this record?

Discussion themes:
· catalog entry is for the complete book
· note the splitting of the main and alternative titles
· LC Subject Codes are Library of Congress subject codes (you can think of them as tags). They are a standard set used by libraries throughout the United States. Museums do not have a similar standardized list of subject codes
· Characterization of materials is not as precise. The art museum said “accordion‑fold woodblock‑printed album; ink on paper with red seals”
 

Slide 24: 
Here in part 2, you have some more technical information. 

Discussion themes:
· Object size is less precise
· Emphasis on the collection it belongs to rather than the donor.

Wrap-up questions: How do you make an object findable? What types of searches would each cataloguing style facilitate? What are some pros and cons of the different styles? 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Slide 25: 

Ask participants to reflect on this closing question. Consider asking them to think quietly and write a few notes, then to share their thoughts with a small group or the participants as a whole. 

This is an opportunity to reflect on the skill involved in caring for collections and to recognize the expertise and knowledge of library and museum staff. 
You may wish to take this opportunity to consider diversity in museum and library professions. In the United States, both institutions are overwhelmingly staffed by white women. Post-graduate degrees and internships are typically unfunded, and pay is low. How and why should these professions work to diversify? 
