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Interpreting 1744?

Issue

Should the year 1744 remain the focus for costumed interpretation at Louisbourg?

Background

For the past twenty-two years interpretation by costumed staff at Louisbourg has focused on the summer of 1744.

This interpretive approach evolved as much to fit the time frame of the reconstructed town as it did any preordained philosophy of presentation. 

In the early stages of the Louisbourg project it was proposed that the reconstruction represent the Fortress and town prior to the second siege of 1758. There were problems with this option, in spite of having a large amount of archaeological and historical information. It was difficult to determine the exact nature of repairs after the siege of 1745, what modifications may have been made to buildings by the New Englanders, or which new structures were retained by the French into the 1750s.

As a result, it was decided to chose June 17, 1745, the opening day of the first siege, as the date for the reconstruction.

The costumed interpretation programme (animation) had its origins in presentations in other outdoor museums. In the 1960s and 1970s putting costumes on interpreters at historic sites was the popular thing to do. The approach fit into a growing desire to use historic sites as vehicles to popularize history. It was also seen as a means to attract visitors to an historic site. 

According to an Interpretive Prospectus of 1972, "Experience elsewhere, such as Colonial Williamsburg, Upper Canada Village and Old Fort Henry, shows conclusively that people dressed in costumes of the epoch doing things appropriate to the locale is the only feature that makes a competent restoration a superb restoration. It is not insignificant that the only restored historic sites that have world-wide reputations are those that have an animation program. A restoration without animation has no more validity or interest than an abandoned movie set." (p.24) 
Still, the beginnings of costumed interpretation at Louisbourg were not without difficulty. Then, as today, animation programmes were seen as resource consumptive. The defense, when costumed staff were introduced, was based as much on the need to have security personnel in buildings as it was to imaginatively present the past. Security was an idea that could be understood - there was a recognized need for one or more people to monitor each furnished building. Extra staff came from the overlap of a double shift required to provide security during an eleven-hour day in July and August. The overlap staff could be used to interpret areas outside specific buildings, rooms or sentry posts.

The summer of 1744, was chosen for interpretive purposes because there was no siege and accompanying physical destruction to have to explain in 1744. The 1744 themes were consolidated in 1979. Since that time they have been reflected in interpretive manuals.

But there have been areas in which interpretation has moved away from 1744. An example is the Hotel de La Marine. It is questionable whether this building was used as a tavern or if it was an earlier warehouse on this location. In 1744 the building was used as a prison for New Englanders captured at Canso and during privateering raids. Another example is the home of Michel de Gannes which is furnished using as a basis the 1752 inventory taken at his death - though we have attempted to adjust it to the presence of a wife and young children 8 years earlier. We have recently considered interpreting the Dugas house which would date to the 1730s.

Similarly with the reconstruction as a whole there have been shifts away from the May 1745 interpretive date. In some instances there are reconstructed buildings which are much older than they were as original buildings in 1745. For example the original Kings Bastion Guardhouse and the Michel de Gannes house were constructed in the early 1740's. In 1745 they would have been new buildings and would have looked the part. The reconstructed Guardhouse and de Gannes house were build in the late 1960s to early 1970s. Both these buildings are now over 20 years old and no longer look like new structures. This ageing plus the effects of major recapitalization and minor repairs means that we can no longer maintain the earlier interpretive approach with the same vigour as previously.

Obviously we are not as consistent as we believe, or have others believe us to be.

Discussion

There are interpretive advantages to the "Summer of 1744" approach.
1. Louisbourg is at the height of its pre-war success and physically undamaged by war. At the same time France and England are at War and so a major theme can be discussed as a central issue of day to day interpretation.

2. Focusing on 1744 provides a challenge for researchers to deal with a specific time frame. It forces them away from broad generalizations to more detailed consideration of the nuts and bolts of living at a point in time - thinking of real people of the past - not merely global events. The interpretive principle exemplified by the 1744 focus is to move from the specific "data", "artefact", "activity" or "event"  or "date" to the theoretical level. 

3. Emphasizing 1744, and sharing specific historical information with visitors, helps to demystify and decentralize the process of understanding the past. By giving visitors basic and straightforward data they can be encouraged to be critical of how we present and interpret the information and question our motives more critically. Ideally they become participants in the process and construct their own images of the past rather than passively consuming our particular perspective.

4. It is an attractive publicity hook - the idea of stepping into a moment in time appeals to visitors.

There are also perceived weaknesses to the approach.
A. Has 1744 become stale and lost its popular and competitive advantage?

B. Does restricting ourselves to 1744 limit the ability to interpret other stories or ideas of importance to Louisbourg which are not reflected in the present offer?

C. In 1994 there are reconstructed buildings that are older than they ever were

before the siege of 1745. As a result it is difficult to sustain the notion of a

town and associated animation frozen in a particular moment in time. 

There are several points that should be considered.
i) The 1744 costumed-animation approach is only one form of interpretation - albeit

the most popular one. But a complete appreciation of the Louisbourg story requires that the entire interpretive offer be considered and developed. This includes the reconstructed site, guided tours, exhibits, theme lounges, publications, interpretive walks and gift shop. Added to these media are films, special events, dinner concerts and  dramatic productions. In any of these we can expand or contract the interpretive time frame at will.

ii) We will not resolve the limitations of animation and recreated historical environments as interpretive techniques by broadening the time frame.  No matter how sophisticated costumed interpretation becomes we can never recreate the past in all its complexity. The best costumed animation can do is to create evocative images on which to build ideas about the past. In broadening the time frame, we merely add another variable to complicate matters and give us more headaches.

iii) We have never developed the interpretive potential of 1744. For example there are no noticeable representations of Karrer, Basque, Micmacs or slaves. We do not interpret sufficiently the number of widowed women who managed businesses and property in the town. Nor do we interpret those individuals and functions who, while not living in reconstructed portion of the town, could reasonably be expected to be there - Admiralty Court officials, people from the outports, New England merchants, the executioner, sisters of the Congregation of Notre Dame, Brothers of Charity, the lighthouse keeper, visiting fishermen. Where are the privateers and the New England prisoners of war?  We do not show the activities - the weddings, baptisms, the fetes, funerals. We do not express ideas relevant to early 18th century life in Louisbourg - the concept of success, the perception of the natural world, the impact of religion in daily life or the idea of family.

iv) 1744 has never been the one and only answer for all time. But it has been a logical and comprehensible way of entering the 18th century and creating a focused learning and experiential situation for visitors. If it were interpreted comprehensively and used more consistently with other media, as part of a coherent system of communications, it could serve us into the next century.

v) We are discovering more about 18th century Louisbourg each year. And the new information or new interpretations ought to have a place in our presentation of Louisbourg. This may mean changing some of our present interpretations.

vi) We are part of a changing world which must come to terms with basic environmental problems, a new and evolving multiculturalism and major social and technological change.

Having said all this the important point is that the costumed interpretive programme is our model and it should be constructed to say what we want to say about the past. Nothing is cast in stone, ever.  The major constraint on what we can do is our imagination, and the information. The major caveat is that we do not thrust on costumed interpretation more than the medium can deal with.

Our job continues to be what it has always been.  Our job continues to be to interpret Louisbourg's place in North American history as an event, a community, a culture and a 20th century process of understanding the past. We are an educational institution in the most positive, enjoyable and refreshing sense of the word. 

The important thing is that a change in our interpretive approach away from 1744 must not be done unilaterally, in piecemeal fashion or in an unconscious and incremental way. This will create an interpretive dissonance that will destroy any educational effect we could achieve.

Recommendation

To keep the 1744 approach for the present until we take a comprehensive look at our overall interpretation package, and, based on the approved Themes and Objectives statement, and the perceived requirments of various publics to produce a Fortress of Louisbourg Interpretive Plan by the end of 1995/96 fiscal year.

This review will consider all the media we use to interpret Louisbourg - animation, guided tours, the reconstruction, exhibits, publications and special events. It will also consider and place into perspective on-site and off-the-site presentations of Louisbourg as well as interpretation by volunteers and others.

Criteria for such an undertaking:
1) It should not be bureaucratic - the goal is product not process.

2) It should involve all members of Louisbourg staff who are interested in                      participating - no section excluded.

3) It should be viewed as a eminently practical document that reflects historical data        and the needs of the present age while addressing how we should respond.

4) While it must originate and be validated by Louisbourg it should be critically                considered by interpretive professionals in other living history museums and in             Parks Canada.

5) It should be translated into specific goals and objectives for each section                    immediately - for implementation over the next 4 years.

7) It should not take any longer than 8 weeks to produce.

8) It should be reviewed annually to ensure adherence to the intent.
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