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Chapter Eight

Archaeological Curation: An Ethical

the course of studying and practicing archaeology, we constantly come across a
iliar parable that has been with us since early graduate school lectures and is still
rd today at professional meetings. This parable states that 1) archaeology is, first
ﬁ’ Oremost, a science grounded in basic research methods and 2) that, as a science,
archaeological data should be saved for future study and educational purposes.
often proclaimed, we don’t think that many archaeologists really listen to its
e. In fact, the parable has become a sort of social science “pseudo babble”
justifies constant excavation while doing little to further the use of existing col-
ons for either scientific research or general educational purposes. There are ex-
ions, but on the whole, archaeologists value new material over old even though
often argue the opposite position.
.:We, therefore, feel justified in stating here that ethical practice within this dis-
should include the care of archaeological collections as a priority. These col-
ons should be valued, curated. and studied, not just by archaeologists, but by
One with a professional interest and the results of those studies should be made
Y available. If, as Ned Woodall suggested to one of the authors thirty years ago,
vline is judged by how it treats its data, then we as a discipline have an ethi-
Ponsibility to treat our data much better than we have thus far.

Background

2y, like other disciplines, has spent serious time and attention during the
Years developing its own set of ethics, or guiding philosophy, with respect
S aspects of the profession (see the appendix for various codes of ethics).
) ties Act of 1906, the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, the
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Archaeological and Historic Preservation Act of 1974, ar;d l?((,l Ar.clh':lgolic‘)f;zﬂdl:g
jon, in varyi S tail, the ance
i 3 9 all mention, in varyimng levels of detail,
sources Protection Act of 197 . e
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Curation—The 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s

Since 1976, a number of major symposia on archaeological L;(urall(‘mdha;c. ;al:::
, i i apers have acknowledged. 1
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With the publication of 36 CFR Part 79 by the National Park Service in Sep-
ber 1991, definitions, standards. procedures, and guidelines were established for
federal agencies, for the first time, to preserve prehistoric and historic cultural ma-
terials and their associated documents—an important step in and of itself as it ex-
‘ﬁcitly tied records to objects. This regulation, though an unfunded mandate,
uthorized archaeologists to build costs for curation directly into their contracts with
the agency sponsoring the investigation. It established guidelines to ensure the
b pper maintenance of these collections in perpetuity and created a link between fed-
.al cultural resource managers and museum professionals and archaeologists. It
Jlso defined an archaeological collection as including associated documents (field

es, photographs, background information, and “administrativia”), forever con-
secting the artifacts to the records generated during their excavation. For federal col-

ections, artifacts and records remain the property of the government and both are
equired to be adequately managed.

Discussion

Jur aim here is to draw attention to a process through which practitioners of ar-
haeology can begin to ascertain whether they are approaching long-term collections
e with ethics in mind using what Joseph Fletcher (1966:26-39) calls an empirical
t of inquiries that are neither too simplistic nor too specific in scope, but grounded
n specific, case-based needs.

Ethics are, after all, about making choices. Good choices—particularly those
at benefit long-term care and use of archaeological collections—require a system-
ic approach and critical analysis of available options. This last point cannot be em-
asized enough.

Our process for making such choices begins with a basic statement: proper
e for archaeological collections should take a balanced approach. For exam-
, we have encountered many curation facilities with exemplary computer sys-
s and database abilities for recording information about their collections, but
h collections stored in buildings with no fire-suppression systems or no secu-
of any kind. Some collections are stored in state-of-the-art buildings or in the
L museum-quality cabinets that money can buy, but lack a system to ade-
tely track the materials, have no user-friendly way of allowing access to the
erials by interested researchers, and have only temporary staff to assist them.

any cases, curation facilities are merely snapshots of a particular interest on

part of their staff. They often do not reflect a coherent understanding of what

iportant for proper curation but exhibit a separatist zeitgeist characterized by

development of one aspect of collections care and complete disregard for an-
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Proper Curation—A Critical Assessment

Adequate curation requires examination at two levels. The first level deals with cu-
ration planning, prior to and during fieldwork. The second focuses on basic long-
term collections management issues.

Curation Planning

Curation planning and execution are best summed up as a review of choices
made at the preexcavation phase of a project. A set of field curation and collections
management protocols should be in place before any excavation begins. These pro-
tocols need to be mutually agreed on by the principal investigator and the institution
that will house the materials and should be flexible enough to allow their transition
into a long-term management plan. Archaeological projects that institute rigorous
sampling protocols before excavation begins greatly increase their chances that a
long-term facility will accept their collections.

The reality of the current environment, however, is that the number of profes-
sionally adequate repositories that actually have space for collections seems to be
dwindling by the day. This being the case, we need to make ethical choices to alle-
viate the burden placed on the facilities. This can only be done through aggressive
management of what is being excavated. In short, archaeologists who are involved
in active excavation programs need to make better decisions about how much is
enough when it comes to excavation. Additionally, we need rigorous criteria that fo-
cus first on intensifying the existing archaeological record for an area or region (0
guide the decisions of where to dig, and how much and what kind of material to re-
cover. In terms of state and federal archaeological investigation, we are not far from
the point where contracts must be more stringent about the kinds of materials we re-
cover (e.g.. Archaic, Woodland, Historic) based on what we already know about an
area. For example, why should archaeology in the Midwest continue to focus on
Mississippian materials, while the Archaic and Woodland periods are still vastly un-
derreported? Similarly, we may soon have to decide when it is appropriate to deac-
cession materials that we already have, even if they have not been cxamine(_i
Countless cubic feet of soil samples that have never been analyzed and, in all likeli-
hood, are no longer useful may be better removed from a collection to make room
for additional material classes.

Would such positions signify an end to excavation? No, but they would illus-
trate the intention of the archaeological community to seriously address collections
management responsibilities. In the end, the best curation practices cannot ct)m[.)'?te
with an unchecked collections generation paradigm. Ethical decisions on both sides
of the house must be made—now.
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Long-Term Management

Long-term collections management requires a systematic approach that takes
the long view and examines curation facilities along several fronts. A review of the
overall completeness of the facility and its staff provides a solid baseline from which

¥

Building Assessment

i One of the most basic requirements for adequate curation is a structure or
- repository constructed with that purpose in mind or updated to accommodate spe-
~ cific curation needs. Using 36 CFR Part 79 as a guide, we suggest that adequate cu-
ration, at the building level, includes fire detection and suppression systems,
" environmental controls and security systems, sound building construction and struc-
tural adequacy, plumbing, building egress, handicap accessibility, regulatory and site
1ssues, and space availability and use.

Adjustments can be made during the construction or retrofit phase, for exam-
ple, moving pipes so they do not hang above collections or readjusting the placement
of gas lines or electricity to allow for a specialized use area, but all this needs to be
considered early in the design process to avoid costly reconfigurations later on. Sim-
A‘llarly, adequate size to hold current and future collections must be considered as
y as possible to ensure that the facility is not filled to capacity by the time it
b ns

The composition of a collection is the driving force behind the level of envi-
Tonmental attention necessary for a facility. At a minimum, a curation facility must
_llave regulated heat and air conditioning and be accompanied by at least some basic
of humidity and temperature monitoring and control system. For some types of
llections, a well-maintained heating, ventilating, and air conditioning (HVAC)

€ complexity of an archaeological collection may demand more. Zoned control of
aces for specialized types of collections is the most efficient use of an HVAC sys-

We also place janitorial and pest programs under the umbrella of environmen-
! Cf)ntrol. Without aggressive integrated pest management plans that include both
_mtoring and control, the best-planned facility will experience rapid deterioration
Its collections by insects, mold, dust, and other pests.
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Fire detection and suppression are a must for any facility holding zlrct?zl_e:()l(xg~
ical collections. Suppression cannot be equated merely wilb the presence of fire k.\
tinguishers. While not specifically laid out in any rcgu]utu'm or guide, ‘pr(.)per l}l‘{u
detection and suppression has come to consist of an clcctmn.lc hr.c“ularjn system that
notes increases in heat, presence of smoke, and can transmit notlhcamm.to l'he per-
sonnel of the building and to the local fire department or a central monitoring sta-
tion able to dispatch fire services. Training on the sysl'cm for all cmplo,\f‘t.:?s O.t ‘lhc
facility should include training and cquipm@ﬂ for heur?ng and otl‘wr ph)‘-'.sm'dl'lyv'n.nil-
paired personnel. The same applies to security sysle:njs in terms of the priority given
to both detection and deterrence and their applicability to all .cmployees. :

Facilities possessing these charactcristics—churacteri_sllcs that we consider to
be the minimum—represent a solid base from which to t?lll@ a wcll-round'ed cura-
tion program. Again, one of the biggest problems natl(){m'lde is overemphasis on one
system over another. Ethical curation secks balance of all needs.

Curation System Assessment

The second basic ethical requirement for any repository is C(vp:sistcncy within
the curation system being used. Adequate curation includes ﬂcx.iblluy—to accom-
modate the néeds of a particular collection—and a logical, fjclmczued bz.ischnc O’t
repository protocols—to create continuity of .munugcjmem for all n?ulcnuls. At a
minimum, the following points should be considered for proper c.urml()n.

Labeling  Artifacts will be consistently labeled with a sm-lplc i\‘{-'stel.n. qe—
scribed in protocols, to ensure protection of provenience and other |dcm|_1 1.cutm.|‘1 ml-
formation. The system should make sense and enable someone unfamiliar with d
collection to easily understand it. Labeling systems should not be “personal c<:dfs :
decipherable by only one or two individuals. We do not sug.gcst thin faach z.md ;::;)e
specimen always be labeled. Again, use a system that combines efficient use 0 -
and funds. We do, however, advocate the use of archivally stable pr(?QUcts. Ac?d _rt:;
polyspun paper inserts may be included in the bag. holdmg'thc artifact lq remi‘t:]ritly
the bag label. Labels should be written using archival-quality pens or ]a‘se.r:‘qlu‘ y
printers. Record collections need to be properly labeled as well, using urghn'd.. t?)”_
manent ink or laser print on labels and archivally stable products, such as IC
backed labels for materials like photographs. . -

Housing Acid-free boxes with telescoping lids are exccllel?t [;)l’ll.l'ld‘l"} le—
tainers for housing archaeological collections. Placing box .labels within !I‘!Lll F ﬂ;e
tic sleeves affixed to the front of the box will greatly increase the life 3 3
container, maximizing its usefulness and cost. Because col'lecuons ure.sl(?rcd mr[pxhc
petuity, but with the goal of being used for research, cgnlzuners that W'Ill -Mll‘)p()inlcf'
wear and tear of use are very important to the longevity of ic materials. For "

nal containers, inert plastic four-milliliter bags are 2 minnlmal slandard., ?Ci‘iure
longevity is a concern, better-quality storage materials only increase the level 0
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for the materials. Records need to be stored in archival folders and kept within acid-
free. banker-type boxes with exterior labels identical to those used for artifact boxes.

Documentation Records, notes, reports, catalogs, related historical docu-
ments, and photographs are all integral components of an archaeological collection.
Proper curation requires 1) submission of all original documents with the artifacts
for permanent curation and 2) a repository capable of managing this documentation
in addition to any artifacts it receives. Submission of at least one full copy of all
records is recommended, although two are preferred for safety. Paper documentation
must be on acid-free paper. Associated documentation accompanying a collection of

artifacts should include

® Ownership document (legal title) for archaeological materials and a com-
plete listing of all components of the collection including the number of
containers, their contents and associated provenience units, and all accom-
panying documentation.

® A catalog of the artifacts by provenience unit. While recognizing that there
are different levels of cataloging, minimally all should include an identifi-
cation of the object, material of manufacture, and quantification (count
and/or weight). A discussion of how the catalog system was composed and
how it operates is mandatory.

® A description of the artifact classes according to the best-current levels of
professional knowledge is recommended. Notation regarding artifacts
stored outside of their provenience unit should be included.

® A copy of the final report, site location data, project scope of work, and any
relevant historical documentation pertaining to the site.

® Astatement indicating whether conservation treatment was performed, a list
of those objects treated, and a complete description of the treatments used.
If conservation was not complete, a list of those objects requiring immedi-
ate attention must be included.

® An archivally stable photocopy of all original field and laboratory docu-
mentation.

® A master set of permanent black-and-white photographs, negatives, color
slides, and videotapes using the best current standard films and papers. All
photographic material needs to be, minimally, labeled using archivally sta-
ble methods, with the site, provenience, and catalog number. A catalog de-
scribing the images of all photographic materials must be included in the
collection.

® Electronic data (tape, disks, and so on) may accompany the documentation
and should be accompanied by a statement describing the system (including
a schedule for backing up the data) and software used and the content of
each disk, tape, and so on. Standardized methods for the storage of elec-
tronic data will likely be developed in the future.
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As noted earlier, records should be stored in a similar manner to objects, us-

ing archivally stable boxes, folders, labels, and inks. . oty

Conservation All archacological excavation carries the professional ob-
ligation to preserve the objects and records generated t%m)ug‘h b(?lh propcr‘ Lum
tion and appropriate conservation treatments. Conservation of pensha-ble nhllx:r]al
is an ethical responsibility and an essential element in the archaeologlca! p.r.(.)LeSS_
Although conservation is under the purview of a seP?rale group (‘)f pr()teétl(),l-]ius
(objects and document conservators), the responsibility for se.curmg the sg,.r\-me‘s
of such experts falls to the managing archaeologist. Conservation trcatmt?m? must
be appropriate to the material and its condition and should reflect the bc.st-currem
standards in methodology and materials. All treatments shogld be carried out by
or under the supervision of an adequately trained professional. All lr’ezn~n.1€nts
must be fully documented; this documentation becomes a part of the site's per-
manent archive. o

Policies and Procedures A discussion explaining how artifacts and records
are organized and cataloged should accompany the maleria'ls. l.l is impm.'tam to‘ m:ake
clear how a curation system works so that others can easily mterprel' it and access
the collections. In addition, it is important that a repository possess written prot()cols
and procedures that outline all of its capabilities with respe'ct to a.rchaeologlcgl col:
lections. Such items include, but should not be limited to, discussions of the follow
ing policies:

. . o s . ~ he
e Accession files—files that list all materials formally accepted as part of t
collection. .
L : 4 > collec are
e Location identification—a finding aid that shows where collections
stored within the storage area.
i jon i i more
e Cross-indexed files—files that tie collection information .to one O]rlection
salient characteristics (e.g., information pertaining to a pamc"ular co
is linked to the archaeological site that generated the cgllecuon). el
e Published guide to collections—a report that lists holdings of the mus
to be used as a reference guide only. . . .y
e Site-record administration—a policy that a]lows.s for t.hc mtegratmlla(iCd
site forms or reports that pertain to archaeological sites that gencr
collections. i
= P artiC
e Computerized database management—a policy that sets fortl;\a fprequeﬂc
database to be used to record the holdings of the museum, t }e\ o il
with which the database will be updated and backed up, and the e
information that will be available for museum staff and researche‘r.an
e Minimum standards for acceptance—a policy that clearly defines
lines the types of collections the muscum will accept. £
e Curation policy—a policy for museum personnel to follow whffn
tion has been offered to the museum for permanent, long-term care.

dout

collee™
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Records management policy—a policy that outlines how records will be
maintained by museum staff; this includes records that are donated and ac-
cessioned by the museum, as well as those documents generated by museum
staff.

Field-curation guidelines—guidelines created by a repository and sent to ar-
chaeological contractors and used to adequately prepare collections for
placement in that facility.

Loan procedures—a policy that outlines how the museum will honor any
loan requests for a collection or collections.

Deaccessioning policy—a policy that outlines how the museum will remove
a collection from its holdings (there is currently no deaccessioning rule for
Department of Defense collections; all parts of its collection are currently
required to be maintained in long-term storage).

Inventory policy—a policy that outlines how the museum conducts an in-
ventory of its holdings, with what frequency it executes the inventory, and
the pertinent individuals who are notified of the inventory and its results.

A curation system that encompasses the aforementioned points will make it
asier to store and manage materials. Such a system satisfies minimal curation stan-
ards, and institutions with such a system in place that also emphasize a multidisci-
ary approach to curation are strong curation partners and able to ensure a healthy
g-term care environment for collections.

Infrastructure Assessment

Proper archaeological curation cannot simply consist of using the best prod-

ding or a well-executed museum business plan. The last basic need for adequate
ation is, thus, an infrastructure that is well rounded and aggressive in creating
ams that bolster the curation component of the repository through a strong ad-

S cannot sit undisturbed on a shelf. Collections must be preserved and used to
: their full potential. The administrative capability of a museum can be summa-
4as the ability to excel in fund-raising and outreach programs, to be open to part-

i
al estate issues.

1 Curation facilities have borne the brunt of costs for curation for years. Even
&0 the passage of laws like the Archaeological Resources Protection Act of 1979
egulations such as 36 CFR Part 79 have supported more planning for curation
> blldget-programming level, additional funds are still required. Although new
4Cts often carry some healthy funding for curation, older collections still lack
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the requisite attention. Only those curation facilities with developed programs that
glected materials and their long-term

use their collections to create revenue for ne
care will thrive as professional centers of collections management. Healthy outreach
holdings to educate and stimulate interest in ar-
chaeology by the public will succeed in garnering support for all programs. Obtain-
ing funding for curation is exceedingly difficult for, while donors are quite apt to
provide money for expeditions (o recover new material or for building new wings to
display their collections, they are reluctant to provide monies for the less “sexy” side
iding funds for databases

of archaeology. Buying boxes and bags for artifacts or prov
gh for some donors. Out-

programs that use a repository’s

to record repository information just isn’t glamorous enou
d sources of fund-raising for collections fa-

reach programs have become Vvery £00
developing additional

cilities. While the majority of those funds need (0 g0 into
outreach programs, SOmMe should funnel into other programs included in the institu-
tion’s mission. Not only do these programs succeed in securing funds, but they also
succeed in tying the materials to the public and making them real to the average per-
son. Collections sitting in a box on a shelf do not intrigue people, but collections
available for people to touch or examine excite the mind and make archaeology in-
teresting on a whole new level.

An aggressive commitment to securing cooperative
also be the goal of a professional cu
and federal agencies. In some

agreements with other
agencies or groups must ration facility. Many
repositories hold materials from a variety of state
long time with little or no remuneration for their

effort. Creating agreements that bind these agencies together 1o help with the costs
he repository, but also creates a

of proper collections management not only helps t

partnership between the facility and the particular agencies that can grow and serve
bsorbed, building additions can be planned and constructed:
at begins to reflect the monetary effort used to ex-

cases, they have done so for a very

everyone. Costs can be a
and collections can receive care th
cavate them in the first place.

s im-

ative infrastructure of a repository 1
nore

Critical examination of the administr
portant because it allows one to understand the institution’s capabilities 1n the 1
business-oriented aspects of curation. Institutions with a strong administrative ﬂf‘d
financial understanding of collections management and a strong vision of their mis°

sion are best suited to serve as Jong-term curation facilities.

Conclusion

Many of the examples we
stances are driven by our person
identified in the United States. It is

al experiences and focus on federal collccllf’n
important to note, however, that ethi€

have used and the references we make to specili€ !

Archaeological Curation 109

choices are faced by « WG DL :
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, @ N ST LY, A e 7 & d Sy L
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: > archaeological record can / be e by insti
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pay little attention to curation. Thi & cal community still focus on excavation and
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endorse the practice. It is time to admi Ltlhlhll and our profession can no longer
: : : > 10 admit the > ; wayv we cq
Our national collections will receive | t e iimey yonanspgne ol
" 3 v /e long-term, faccional care is
tional guidelines that outline minimun Gy , professional care is to develop na-
Ological repositories and their s ”".t“""drfis required for professional archae-
Suggested the hasics £ 1eir supporting infrastructure. To that end, we have
o ¢ basics that such a system should entail. The i A
SH0nS, but keeping them in mi d ey ail. They are minimal consider-
benefit all mind will help ensure that ethical choices are made
R B cemed. s are made
y or far too | L
‘ ong, archae -al collecti
With respect 1o Ihcirénecdl:d;‘olo%mdl collections have been treated as one-dimensional
’ ¥ s. For far too  ms - of hiilds B
‘.!a'chaeol()glcal curation facilit ‘ 1 I()n&'ll'l,\ e okiiiimbloagimeed as
Unlock the door National res‘g.lrd Sh b d\\h“ apeiiad fnen it egpeg ol someane
i search over the las o ;< : - St
that archaeological collections d the last decade by a variety of parties in-
must be raiqu B ons do not simply require clean bags and new boxes
1 3 ith respect to long-term care so th: iscipli %
enges of legislati g S at the discipline c: s
requi of legislative mandate and the rigors of sci BRI (et
ires 4 : rs of scientific researc e
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~ sidered proper stewards for these nonrenewable
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Ethical curation is the responsibility of the entire archaeological community,
It can no longer be an afterthought or left to nonarchaeologists to pursue. Curation
is everybody’s business and all of us, everywhere, need to contribute to the solution,

]

If all records are an integral part of an

Discussion Questions

_ Should archaeologists stop digging, study what is already excavated, and

bring curation up to the minimal standards suggested in this chapter? How
realistic is this scenario?

Discuss some of the ramifications of adopting a reduced excavation/
increased curation paradigm in archacology.

Reduced excavation is not enough. Most museums are probably going to
have to deaccession some of the material they currently house. Given this,
is there a need for national—or international—deaccession regulations,
and. if so. who would be best qualified to examine current collections to de-
termine what should be deaccessioned?

You received slightly more than half the funding you had requested to
cover the full expenses of your field project. As a thoughtful, ethical, long-
term planner, you calculated that your curation and collections manage-
ment costs amount to almost one-third of the original budget! How will you
adjust your project to the decreased funding?

. Do archaeologists have an ethical responsibility to sample all material

classes before handing the materials over to a museum? What form should
this sampling take? Should archaeologists submit only a sample of all ma-
terials classes for curation by a museum? If so (or if the museum will only
accept a sample), how should the sampling be done?

archaeological collection, should
museums refuse a collection if all record groups are not transferred with the
objects for long-term care?
Should the curation of collections be subject to international standards? To
national regulations? Why or why not? If you think we need standards, who
should establish them? Who would/could enforce them? b
Do you think graduate institutions should require classes in field curation:
collections. and records management? Should graduate students b? .re-
quired to work with and write up one or more collections before receiVing
a degree? Why or why not?

Is our discipline at a point where we will no longer be relevant unl
begin, on a national level, to integrate archaeological collections and
story they have to tell into primary and secondary school curricula? W
might be the costs and benefits, and to whom, of making archaeolog!

ess WE
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collections -and their stories an integral part of all primary and secondary
school curricula? i

10. Brainstorm some creative ways to fund curation.
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