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Issue 

There is a requirement for a thorough review of the exhibits programme and its relationship to other interpretive media at Louisbourg.

Background

A comprehensive exhibits programme, consisting of static displays in buildings and interpretive panels along trails or at vantage points throughout the park, has been an important part of the interpretive presentation at Louisbourg. 

In the 1960s there were exhibits in the museum, the old visitor centre (located at the foot of the compound road and route 22) and in the King's Bastion. There were also small exhibit buildings located on the glacis in front of the King's Bastion, Lighthouse Point, Careening Point, Freshwater Brook and Kennington Cove. These exhibit "pavilions" combined models, pictures, text and interesting vistas to interpret aspects of Louisbourg's history.

The Interpretive Plan produced in 1973 had a number of "fundamental objectives" relating to the reconstruction. Objective C stated that, "through exhibits of documentary and artefactual material, housed in such period buildings as are not refurnished to period or used for modern services, to present the evidence upon which the restoration is based and further elucidate the life of the community and the role of the Fortress in the history of Canada."
This Interpretive Plan proposed a number of exhibits for buildings throughout the reconstructed site. This was updated in 1977/78 and 1981. The 1977 update introduced the idea of theme lounges. Theme Lounges originated as rest areas but quickly added a reading room and audio visual presentation organized around the 5 theme areas developed in the mid-1970s. The themes were expanded to 6 in 1981 in order to permit symmetry in the interpretive modules planned for the departure section of the Visitor Centre.

The Visitor Centre was recapitalized in the mid 1980s. At that time, for reasons of interpretive effectiveness but also because it was next to impossible to obtain capital dollars for new exhibits, the Interpretive Themes were reduced to three in number - Port - Fortress - Community. Concerns about "access" also began to influence exhibits in the 1980s. This was reflected in the King's Bastion in the removal of the officers' dining room in the Barracks - an inappropriate interpretation at any rate - and its replacement with a rest area and interpretive panels.

The elimination of the capital exhibits programme meant that the 1981 plan was never completed. For a while the Fortress exhibits unit was occupied with recapitalization of existing exhibits.  But by the late 1980s even these recapitalization dollars were frozen though we continue to put replacement projects in the MYOP. The result is that exhibits are entering an overly extended life cycle and putting extra pressure on limited goods and services dollars. 

Discussion

Exhibits have played an important role in the interpretive offer at Louisbourg since the early days of the reconstruction. 

From the 1960s there was an exhibits design function in the Park and all exhibits were developed and produced locally using professional resources located at the fortress. This ability continued until 199- when the Curator of Exhibits retired. The position has not been filled to date and we are left with one exhibits maintenance technician.

During the 1960's along with the reconstruction-in-progress and guided tours, exhibits were key interpretive media. They were eclipsed as a medium of interpretation during the 1970's and 1980's as animation and living history became more popular.

Still exhibits were meant to serve an important function in the interpretive mix. They were to provide more detailed interpretation of themes that could not be easily dealt with by tour guides or period animators. 

Outdoor museums and animation programmes have had a number of criticisms levelled at them. They are seen as communicating highly selective and simplistic environments with none of the blood, sweat, tears of living communities. The tendency to chose a singular point in time to interpret is criticized for not looking at the broader evolutionary history of a particular site.  Some of these criticisms are addressed by the approach to interpretation taken by the animation staff. But exhibits - along with other interpretive media - were meant to create a mutually supportive interpretive packages that would address many of these legitimate concerns.

By cutting off the capital dollars needed to complete earlier exhibit plans and by freezing dollars for replacement we have not been able to accomplish the intent of this interpretive programme. The freeze on replacement dollars has also meant that we are increasingly unable to keep with deterioration of exhibits. A realistic fear for the immediate future is that we are going to have to close off some of the existing exhibits or live with exhibits that are tatty, bargain-basement versions of what they should be.

But even if we had continued on with the exhibits recapitalization programme, there are late 20th century considerations that must be addressed. These include questions of new themes and interpretive ideas, limited funding, access, revenue generation and new technologies and new audiences. For example does limited funding mean an end to an exhibits programme or merely that we are challenged to consider things such as sponsorship and charging admission? Are the exhibit themes evolving out of the 1960s and 1970s the ones that are relevant to what we are interpreting today? We have to address concerns such as those expressed at the public meetings that the exhibit pavilions be reintroduced. This did not reflect a majority opinion by any means - there was not much talk at all about exhibits - but it does suggest that an exhibits approach that we have discontinued may have been a popular, and effective, approach. Louisbourg is working with the University College of Cape Breton in areas of virtual reality and GIS technology and with the private sector in the development of Compact Discs and Video for educational purposes. These new technologies have a place in effective, new exhibits and must be thoroughly considered. Similarly there are new audiences and new relationships that must be explored beyond the boundaries of the Park. These include the immediate community, areas of the island that share a similar history and interpretive themes and a large "remote audience/s" in areas across the continent. There is also the challenge of partnerships - joining with local communities and other agencies to present, through the exhibits medium, themes which satisfy our interpretive mandate while increasing attractions in these communities.

Recommendation

As part of an overall interpretive planning process - to review the exhibits programme, and make recommendations for specific exhibit development and replacement which will ensure integration into a comprehensive interpretive presentation.
In addition to looking at an exhibit package within the reconstructed town the team should consider the following: Exhibit development in cultural and natural history throughout the entire park. The potential offered by the construction of the Fleur de Lis highway to new interpretation initiatives. The options for sharing with the local and island community and other agencies, our research expertise in the development of exhibit media which will address Louisbourg thematic requirements while providing added attractions to these communities. The opportunities for development of exhibit media to reach a wider Canadian and even continental audience. The opportunities to explore the use of new technologies for presentation. The opportunities for sponsorship or shared development of exhibits.
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