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Issue:

There is a need to ensure the appropriate presentation and protection of the curatorial collection in keeping with the Cultural Resource Management Policy and the site's operational needs.

Background:
Even before the creation of the Louisbourg project in 1961, a curatorial collection existed at the "Old Museum" thanks in great measure to the collecting efforts of J.S. and Katharine McLennan and Albert Almon. The Louisbourg project's requirements for original and reproduction objects for use and display in animation, period rooms and exhibits led to a significant acquisition program from the mid-1960s to the early 1980s.

The spectacular scope and scale of the Louisbourg project created incredible demands on the curatorial unit. From the beginning, the grandeur of the reconstruction dwarfed other aspects of the project including the curatorial ones.

With only a relatively small staff the unit was hard pressed to meet demands to furnish newly completed buildings and equip a rapidly expanding animation program. Deadlines restricted efforts dedicated to research and minimized record keeping. The latter situation was compounded by changes over time in Parks' registrational requirements. New project deadlines prevented efforts to upgrade record-keeping.

The large resource commitment to Louisbourg during reconstruction resulted in pressure to free resources for use elsewhere in the system. The end of the reconstruction was taken as the benchmark to assess the project's shift to operational status. The shift left the curatorial unit with a considerable shortfall of resources to furnish areas to period. The shortfall and operational deadlines resulted in objects from the existing collection being used as stopgaps. The use of less appropriate furnishings and the use of originals in animated areas were the inevitable results.

Current Situation:
At present, the curatorial collection, exclusive of the costume collection, numbers in excess of some 12,500 objects. This amounts to just over half the curatorial objects (24,000) at sites in Atlantic Region. In terms of period room portrayal, Louisbourg has 96 of the Regional total of 169. Objects range from pewter spoons to the cannon on the walls. The collection includes historic objects from the period, historic objects reproduced in the 19th and early 20th centuries, modern reproductions and modern interpretive pieces. Replacement costs have been estimated at $5.5M.

A preliminary evaluation has been undertaken of the collection under CRM guidelines. Some pieces having a direct Louisbourg association (perhaps two dozen pieces) should be accorded Level 1 protection. In addition approximately 40% of the collection consists of historic objects of the period or 19th-century reproductions and should be Level 2. Modern reproductions constitute the remainder of the collection  and should be classified as "Other". 

An additional curatorial dimension is added with the "McLennan" and "Almon" collections. The former refers to the collection (approximately 300 pieces) gathered by J.S. and Katherine McLennan for the Old Museum. Many pieces were in place by 1937 but additions were made up to the start of the reconstruction project. The Almon collection (approximately 120 pieces) was donated to Louisbourg in 1945 by Albert Almon, a local amateur historian. As distinct collections, both groupings should be considered as Level 2 resources under CRM. Perhaps half of the individual pieces including early surface finds reflect the Site's commemorative intent and should be classified Level 1.

A minor problem exists in overlaps between the curatorial and the archaeological and archival collections especially vis a vis the McLennan and Almon collections. Similarly, while project needs require some study pieces in the study collection, there are objects surplus to our foreseeable requirements. Both areas will be addressed over the next several years.

CRM information requirements for the collection are notably deficient. While annual inventories are maintained, only 20 per cent are catalogued, another 45 per cent are only registered or are incompletely catalogued and the remaining 35 per cent are unregistered and uncatalogued. An undetermined amount of the latter category are expendables. Almost all categories lack adequate dossiers. There is currently a multi-year backlog cataloguing project addressing this situation.

As a result of the varying uses given objects, the collection is widely dispersed on the Fortress site, compound and Visitor Reception Centre. Objects are found in 96 period rooms, 10 outside areas, 30 exhibit areas, and 27 storage areas. The dispersal creates enormous difficulties in ensuring appropriate use, security, conservation and inventory control.

Operational deadlines and use changes have resulted in historic objects being displayed and, in some instances, being used in animated areas. The situation is slowly being rectified through the exchange or replacement of historic objects by reproductions.

There are current major conservation concerns for the collection. Normal wear and tear during animation necessitates a continual replacement program. More significantly, the environmental conditions have led to a marked deterioration of some original pieces and the creation of a substantial backlog of items requiring conservation. Improvements have been made in the area of preventive conservation and housekeeping procedures for the collection.

Analysis:
Critical to issues in the curatorial domain is the small size of the curatorial unit. At present the unit's substantive positions are  Curator of Furnishings, also responsible for overseeing the Costume Unit and an Assistant Curator/Registrar. The unit receives some assistance through the close cooperation of the Park's Material Research Specialist and the Artisan Unit. These resources are scarcely sufficient to deal with operational requirements and hopelessly inadequate to addressing the major problems.

Collections and Cultural Resource Management directives provide relatively clear functional direction on the issues. The size and complexity of the Louisbourg project creates difficulties as the Fortress more closely resembles a small regional office in size and function than it does the typical historic site.

Park management has supported the curatorial unit's efforts to resolve the issues before it. However, the continuing cycle of cuts have tied management's hands from providing the substantive O&M assistance clearly required. Recourse to local contracts, temporary help and student placements, while enabling some forward progress, generally lacks the professional competency to make substantial progress without considerable input from the existing professional staff.

Several capital projects are currently in place or projected to address problem areas. Preventive conservation has been improved through the installation of UV filters. A capital project enables the purchase of reproductions to replace those used in animation and to replace original pieces in animated areas. Another multi-year capital project has just started this year to address the backlog in artifact registration and cataloguing. Others to address the conservation backlog and deficiencies in storage appear in the financial forecast but have been postponed at the Regional level pending further analysis.

Presentation and even storage of the collection are detrimentally affected by the largely uncontrolled environments existing not only in the reconstructed buildings but in modern ones as well. Given retrofitting costs, hopes to achieve "museum-quality" conservation standards have been replaced by pragmatic measures to maximize prevention and care within the existing situation. Naturally, efforts to improve housekeeping practices, including winterization, will continue but are compromised by staff shortages.

Similarly, the dispersal of the collection in a variety of presentation and storage areas raises the normal costs of doing curatorial business at Louisbourg. Security and control of the collection, inventory-taking and housekeeping are all made more difficult by the collection's dispersal. However, it may be possible to achieve some improvements through the consolidation of storage areas and a rigourous screening of the collection to identify surplus items.

Conclusions and Observations:
Many of the issues concerning the curatorial collections at Louisbourg are of such magnitude, complexity and longstanding duration that solutions will be neither inexpensive nor quick.

Directives on Cultural Resource and Collections Management provide the policy direction required so that at least our path is reasonably clear. Unfortunately, O&M resources are hopelessly inadequate to the problems. Capital projects can provide the reasonably quick fix but leave open the potential for new backlogs to develop in the future.

In some instances, most notably in the area of conservation efforts to ameliorate display environments, some degree of trial and error will be required to determine the most practical approach.

Options:
There are few options available to us. As noted above, directives and professional practices leave little leeway in how the curatorial program should be run and in the level that we should maintain our record-keeping etc. We are currently far from the accepted norms. 

It should be noted that the curatorial unit has been addressing this situation over the last number of years as resources have permitted. However, O&M PY resources are inadequate to fully meet even normal operational demands. For the last several years, for example, a significant portion of the unit's budget has had to be dedicated to term positions to accomplish the annual furnishings inventory. 

Given scarce O&M resources, capital projects are required to address the backlog situations in records, conservation and the rationalization of storage. A multi-year capital project has started on records and conservation requirements and procedures for the different categories of artifacts are being studied. Support is required to ensure the conservation work identified is undertaken. An assessment of storage requirements is also needed. Park support of the national initiative on deaccessioning will help in this regard.

Care will have to be taken to ensure that the Curatorial Unit is adequately resourced to accomplish the tasks charged to it. Once backlogs have been removed we must ensure that they do not develop again. Similarly, we must ensure that more is done in the maintenance of the collection and in preventive conservation.

Recommendations:

Complete registration and cataloguing of the collection. We are currently in the midst of a four-year capital project to accomplish this. As part of this project the outstanding questions concerning the McLennan and Almon collections will be addressed.

Confirmation of the preliminary evaluations of the collection under CRM guidelines. This is required in term of conservation, storage and eventual size of the on-site collection.

Address the conservation and storage requirements of the collection. Capital projects have been submitted to deal with these areas. These projects include initial study phases to determine the most appropriate approach.

Continue the capital project to replace reproductions worn out in animation, to replace historic objects in animated areas with reproductions and, potentially in future, to replace Level 2 historic objects having excessive conservation costs with reproductions.

