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ABSTRACT

Early digitisation might have been thought of as the actual technique used to create a
digital surrogate of an analogue object. Today the term covers a range of activities from
choice of object to be digitised through to possible end use of the digital material.
Museums of any renown worldwide have taken steps to make their collections
accessible on line. Researchers and the public alike expect to be able to find images of
objects online at the click of a button. This paper reviews the impetus for this aspect of
digitisation and investigates the consequences of these activities.

A qualitative literature review, an empirical study of directives and case study of
three museum websites are used in order to test the proposition that digitisation of
museum collections has proceeded without formal museum policies, but is now being
driven by government directives to provide access to collections. This results in a
change in focus for the museum to become knowledge rather than object oriented.

Historically there has been a move towards preventive conservation. Digitising a
collection would seem to support this ethic. Once photographed the object can be
archived and not handled unnecessarily. There may be further benefits in terms of
conservation research including manipulation of the digital image and reconstructions
otherwise not possible without significantly altering the original. Through an on-line
survey the impact of digitisation on the role of the museum conservator is investigated.

It is concluded that many of the reasons for digitising found in the literature are not
in fact reflected in directives, or found on the websites reviewed in the case studies. The
reasons instead seem to have become consequences of having made the collections
catalogues available on-line.
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Foreword

My introduction to the Internet was 20 years ago. At that time it was necessary to unscrew the
telephone socket in my Taiwanese hotel room and connect to the wires using crocodile clips
so that I could email progress reports to my boss, and download updated software for the
machinery that we were trying to sell. Now I have been able to follow the first year of my
niece’s life in Australia from the comfort of my own sofa - wirelessly. I can indulge my
obsession with checking the weather forecast using a device that fits into my pocket, and if I
wanted to could conduct a business meeting sat in the sunshine on the Cannes sea front. We
are an online society - if we want to know the answer to something, communicate with
someone, check the price of something, book an airline ticket etc etc we can (and do) use the
Internet.

Prior to this course of study I spent much of my working life in the automotive
industry, where systemisation is key. I am always very interested to see how systemisation and
procedures are being used in conservation. Use of databases in collection management is one
example of systemisation. A museum conservator is one of the key users of this database, for
example to find pieces in the collection, to record conservation treatments and to record
condition reports in conjunction with loans. The conservator may even be responsible for
taking the photographs that are used in the collection record. Now, the collections database is
being made searchable on-line as part of museum’s commitment to digitisation, and becoming
part of the on-line information society. I wanted to understand the purpose of this
digitisation: what are the aims? Are they being met and who are the users of the information?

I would like to thank my family for their support whilst I wrote this paper, not least for
putting up with my occupation of the dining table for three months, and my husband for
Photoshop trickery. I would like to thank my mother, and sister Maria for proofreading and
grammatical explanations - living in another country for ten years can have an interesting
effect on the use of your mother tongue! Thanks are due to my employers for the three-year
leave of absence to pursue my studies. I would like to acknowledge the time taken by the
conservators who responded to my survey, and others who answered emails and telephone
interviews. Thank you finally to my supervisor, Professor Ola Wetterberg, who in spite of his
heavy workload took a lot of time to support me through the writing of this paper and to
ensure it was structured and, hopefully, interesting.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background

Wilcomb E. Washburn head of American Studies at the Smithsonian presented a paper at the
1967 meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science where he
described the need of scholars “to have easy access to a library of objects projected on a video
screen in their studios”. He also asked if “objects can be translated into machine language,
into visual description, into scholarly analysis...need one save objects at all?”” (Washburn, 1968
p.9-10). Since these visionary questions were posed there have been huge advances in
technology and now museums of any renown worldwide have taken steps to make their
collections accessible on-line. This paper reviews the impetus for these digitisation efforts, and
investigates the benefits and possible threats of these activities.

Digitising museum collections has now developed from being a special project to an
accepted core activity. The drivers are government and regional (e.g. European Union, EU)
directives and policies, and public expectations.

Historically there has been a move towards preventive conservation. Digitising a
collection would seem to support this ethic. Once photographed the object can be archived
and not handled unnecessarily. There may be further benefits in terms of conservation
research including manipulation of the digital image and reconstructions otherwise not
possible without significantly altering the original.

1.2 Problem statement

Computer technology was introduced into museums (in America) in the 1960s, although
limited to museums that could afford the so-called “mainframes”, and many of the first
applications were for accounting. Specialist data processing operators entered data via
keypunch cards.

During the next decade mini-computers began to replace mainframes. Smaller and
more powerful than mainframes, they still required specialists to enter the information. The
1980s brought the microcomputer smaller and more powerful again, these computers were
easier to use and lower cost. Specialist data processing operators were no longer required. At
the same time professional bodies were formed to support document standardisation, and the
use of computers in the museum. During the 1990s there was an increasing government and
public perception of the importance of the information society. Museums were concerned
with inventory control, and supporting public and research access to the collections. By the
start of the 21" century there was petrvasive use of computer systems and networks, not just in
the workplace but also at home. The public had expectations for access to information, and
government policies supported that access (Williams, 1987 and Roberts, 2001).

Having built databases to manage collections information, when pressure was exerted
to give the public access it seemed only logical to use information that was already digitised,
and so collections databases are now searchable via the Internet. At EU level there are targets
to have “all public domain masterpieces” available in the Europeana' portal by 2016 (Report

! Europeana is a portal launched in 2008 with the goal of making Europe’s cultural and scientific heritage
accessible to the public. It does not host any content but gives access to content stored de-centrally by the
cultural institutions. There are currently more than 15 million items, including text, image and sound accessible,
contributed by around than 1500 institutions. www.curopeana.cu



of Comité des Sages, 2011 p.25). At national level digital strategies are being developed to
support creation and preservation of digital heritage. However in spite of this ongoing effort
and proliferation of portals and aggregators, very few museums have their own written
policies to justify and explain the activity. Digitisation has become a routine activity but
necessitates re-direction of funding and resources within the museum.

One plausible explanation for this activity is that giant portals such as Europeana are in
fact acting as a pull mechanism and somehow driving the activity. Museums are being
exhorted at a national level to provide data and are doing so, but there is little clear evidence
about how the digital information is then being used. Furthermore there are concerns about
the longevity of the digital record if there is no investment in long-term preservation to ensure
that information is saved from obsolescence as technology continues to develop. Expert
reviews have proposed that future uses for the data will be developed, without cleatly
explaining what those uses might be.

1.3 Objectives

In this dissertation I will test the proposition that digitisation of museum collections has
proceeded without formal planning, but is now being driven by government directives to
provide access to collections. Further the purpose is to understand how those directives and
museum policies for digitisation may reflect possible reasons for making databases of museum
collections available via the Internet. The intention is to understand the drivers for digitisation
of museum collections, and to examine the consequences of the activity. I will look for
supporting arguments in related literature, and for arguments that can be traced back to the
history of collecting and cataloguing. Additionally I will investigate the impact of digitisation
on the role of a conservator.

1.4 Methodology and disposition

Through a literature review I aim to investigate the possible benefits and consequences of
digitisation and more importantly the reasons for digitising. 1 will then review policy
documents to determine if those benefits and consequences are explicitly stated, and if the
drivers for digitisation can be identified. Three museum on-line catalogues will be reviewed to
investigate if the policies have been applied, and if the benefits and consequences are evident.
Through personal communications and interviews my intention is to seek to support the
reasoning that is found in the literature, and to understand the motivation for the policies. An
Internet based survey will be used to reach conservators working in museums to understand
how the role of the conservator is affected by digitisation, if at all.

Chapter 2 starts with a review of the history of museums: how and why did they come
into being and how easy was it to gain access to the collections? This is followed by a review
of the use of images in museums collections records. Early examples of catalogues are
described, and how collections management moved from index cards to computer databases.
Reasons for making those collections available on-line are explored, and the consequences of
doing so are reviewed.

Chapter 3 reviews the DigiCULT and Comité des Sages® reports to the European
Commission. Published eight years apart their focus is compared: is the motivation for
digitisation still the same? An inquiry to support development of a national strategy in
Sweden is reviewed: can the same reasons for digitisation be found here as at EU level?
Statistics regarding progress in digitisation are presented.

The Comité des Sages is a ‘reflection’ group tasked to make recommendations to the European Commission on
ways to make Europe’s cultural heritage available on the Internet. See also
http://ec.europa.cu/information_society/activities/digital_libraries/comite_des_sages/index_en.htm
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In Chapter 4 three museums are reviewed: do they have digitisation policies, can the
reasons for digitisation, as reviewed in chapters 2 and 3, be found in those policies, and are the
reasons reflected on the museums’ websites.

The consequences of digitisation and potentials of computer technology for
conservation together with the results of the survey are summarised in chapter 5. Chapter 6
discusses the findings of the previous chapters, and conclusions are drawn to try to meet the
objectives defined in section 1.3 above. Chapter 7 is a summary of the dissertation.

1.5 Scope and limitations

The purpose of this study is to provide an understanding of the primary drivers for digitisation
activities at museums and to review the implications of those activities. The methods used are
a literature study, an empirical review of policies regarding digitisation, and a survey of
conservators working with museum collections.

This dissertation discusses the creation of a database of images of the objects in a
museum’s collections, available via the Internet, which may be based on an in-house digitised
registration system, where computers rather than traditional catalogue cards are used to record
collections information.

The dissertation will not review the following issues in detail, although they may be
mentioned in the text:

- choice of software

- scanning of photographic prints in museum collections to create a digital surrogate

- blogs and other social media as tools for museums to increase contact users

- preservation of digital heritage i.e. issues involved with maintaining access as
technology develops.

- Copyright issues arising from on-line publishing

1.6 Source review

Within the field that has become known as “digital heritage”, there are a number of
recognised researchers including Fiona Cameron, Paul Marty, Melissa Terras, Jennifer Trant
and Ross Parry. Appropriate to the subject, much of their material is available on the Internet
as published conference papers, journal articles, as contributions to community websites, in
blogs, discussion lists and as contributions to government inquiries and reports.

There are a number of annual conferences, some of which focus on software

development, others on end use and research potential, these include:
ICHIM - International Cultural Heritage Informatics Meetings; EVA - Electronic
Visualisation and the Arts and most notably Museums and the Web (MW). “Museums and the
Web is an annual conference exploring the social, cultural, design, technological, economic,
and organizational issues of culture, science and heritage on-line. Taking an international
perspective, MW reviews and analyzes the issues and impacts of networked cultural, natural
and scientific heritage — wherever the network may reach. Our community has been meeting
since 1997, imagining, tracking, analyzing, and influencing the role museums play on the Web,
and having fun doing it” (www.archimuse.com).

In the UK Nick Poole, Chief Executive of the Collections Trust is particularly active in
the field. The Collections Trust website includes a lot of material - from descriptions of what
digitisation involves, to contributions to EU Commission reports on cost of digitisation, and
reports on progress.

There are also a number of books that collect the thoughts of key writers in the field.
Three of them, referenced in this paper, are reviewed here. The wired nusenm: emerging technology
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and changing paradigms, edited by Katherine Jones-Garmil. Written as technology, the Internet
and the World Wide Web were starting to have an impact on everybody’s life, this book
explores the impact of technology on museums. It has eleven contributors who analyse the
opportunities they think the technology will bring. Guy Herman, in the chapter entitled
Shorteuts to Oz points out that the collections are the museums’ primary asset; exploiting that
asset on-line is vital if the museum is to retain any influence in a wired world. Howard Besser
discusses possible impacts on the role of the curator and visitor numbers to the museum.
Katherine Jones-Garmil is also involved in a later publication Marty, Paul. & Jones, Katherine
Burton (ed.) (2008). Museum: informatics: people, information, and technology in nusenms.

Another useful reference is: Theorizing digital cultural heritage a critical disconrse, edited by
Fiona Cameron and Sarah Kenderdine. This book is an anthology including works by 30
writers who “explore the relationships created within cultural complexes such as the
philosophical, historical, social, artistic, biological, geographic and linguistic”. Authors discuss
how traditional cataloguing practices have restricted the information available about an object
to the taxonomy used at a specific museum, and the knowledge of a particular curator. With
the possibilities for interaction offered by a digital catalogue the content of the record, and
therefore its usefulness, and documentary value is greatly expanded. The empiricist
documentary position, and post structuralism/post modernist discursive context ate terms
used to support the theoretical analysis of cataloguing systems. There is also a chapter written
by Peter Walsh describing museums as either pre- or post-photographic, an interesting notion
that explains why there are so many photographs in museum archives.

Published in 2010 Museums in a Digital Age edited by Ross Parry collects together
writing from a 20-year period to present key readings in museum thought and practice
regarding digitisation.

In Boras, Sweden, a number of students at the school of library studies have chosen
digitisation as the subject of their Masters thesis. For example in 2004 Malin Gumzlius wrote
Vad innebir digitalisering av kulturarvet?: en ideologianalys av tre svenska digitaliseringsprojekt  (Is
digitizing our cultural heritage a matter of preservation, giving access, or both? : an ideological
analysis of three Swedish digitization projects). The author reviews Swedish government
policies for each of the archive, library and museum fields to try to identify the ideologies
behind them. She develops a model that she then tests against three Swedish digitisation
projects. The model identifies three ideologies: preservation, access and also, preservation and
access. She further identifies six user groups: general public, government authorities,
education and research, the institute carrying out the digitisation project, its personnel and
commercial bodies. Gumelius also identifies six key consequences of digitisation projects.
Although written 7 years ago, I think that the information is still relevant regarding benefits
and consequences of digitisation, as the policies that she uses to develop her model have not
changed significantly since then.

In 2006 Therese Andersson and Ann-Katrin Nilsson conducted interviews at two
museum photographic archives for their thesis, Digitalisering av bilder vid tva museer. (Digitising of
images at two museums). Their findings are summarised in section 2.4.

At Uppsala university (Sweden) Henning von Platen wrote his Masters thesis
Digitalisering inom ABM-omradet: fyra project (Digitisation in the archives, libraries and museums
field: four projects.) He reviewed the activities at Uppsala University Library, the Kungliga
Bibliotek (Royal Library), Hallwylska Museet and Riksarkivat (National Archives) and
concluded that activities had started without government directive or even internal policy.
Instead the archivist, librarian or museum personnel’s own desire to be able to share their
collections drove digitisation. He stated that particularly in the case of archives a digitised
image helps them to meet the goals of caring for the collections whilst also giving access to
them.

12



An on-line survey was created using the website www.surveymonkey.com. At no cost it is
possible to create a ten-question survey that can be sent via email, or as a link on a webpage.
The results are collected by IP address, and analysed in the form of graphs. It is possible to
view the individual responses, or the summarised responses to each question. (At a cost it is
possible to create more questions, and have more downloadable analysis at the end of the
survey.) The survey was sent electronically to the mailing lists of Svenska Foreningen for
Textilkonservator (SFT, Swedish Association of Textile Conservators), and Nordiska
Konservator Férbundet - Sverige (NKF-S, Nordic Conservators Society). A link and request
to complete the survey was also posted on KulturvardsForum
(http:/ /www.kulturvardsforum.se/), an on-line community hosted by the Swedish Heritage
Board (Riksantikvarieimbetet, RAA).

Advantages of using an electronic survey are that it was easy to create and disseminate.
It was in a format that was easy for the respondent to use, and not likely to get lost in a pile of
papers on a desk. Times taken to complete the survey ranged from about ten minutes to an
hour so busy schedules were not overly taxed. It was easy to reach a large number of potential
respondents with minimal effort. The respondents only needed to open a file and answer;
they were not required to return the form by post. Effort on their part was reduced.

Disadvantages include that it is not clear how many of the people who received the
survey were valid targets (conservators working in museums), or of the potential targets, how
many answered. The survey was written in English but it was not made clear that answers in
Swedish were acceptable; this may have deterred people from responding. Ianguage may also
have affected interpretation of the questions. That the survey format is easy to use, and quick
responses are possible may mean that the responses are not as thought out as they could be;
on the other hand the respondent has more time to consider than in an interview situation.

1.7 Theoretical framework

The field of digital heritage is relatively young and extremely fast paced. The technologies
develop faster that the rhetoric evaluating them (Paul, 2003 p.67). In Cameron and
Kenderdine's anthology various writers theorise the use of the representation of art using
digital imagery, the role of cultural institutions as knowledge providers, notions of social
inclusion and uses of virtual reality in exhibitions. Cameron herself uses complexity and
network theory to investigate the logic that is shaping museum collections and information
flow. She also uses the term “epistemic relativism” when discussing object documentation.
The term epistemic is used to describe a statement or judgment (cf. the term ontological
which describes objects and properties). Relativists, also known as constructionists, argue
against objectivity in science (Holmdahl, 2010). So with the term epistemic relativism
Cameron is implying that knowledge linked to the museums objects depends on the desires,
preferences and attitudes of those creating them. This in turn leads to her use of the term
polysemic, implying multiple layers of meaning. The object cannot speak for itself, it’s
meanings and values are accorded by the observer, and for a collections database to be truly
useful the museum must allow meanings and values to be ascribed by users inside and outside
of the museum.
However, Cameron and other writers do not explore the reasons why museums have

shared their collections database on-line, most studies start from the premise that the material
is available, and so how can it be used.
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2. Museum history and cataloguing practices: from boxes and
cards to digital representation

2.1 History of museums and collections access

This section describes the history of museums, where and why were they opened. Who visited and was it easy to gain
access to the collections? The changing role of the museum from holder and carer of collections (archivelike) to sharer
of knowledge and educator (more librarylike) is reviewed. 1t is argned that this change in role has supported the
sharing of information via the Internet.

2.1.1 Background

To understand why access to collections might be seen as important, it is necessary to understand
why people collect in the first place, where does the human obsession with objects come from
and what do we hope to learn from them? Akin identifies several reasons for collecting,
including that collectors wish to connect themselves with history: people collect links to their
own past through photographs and holiday souvenirs, but also like to own objects linked to an
historical person or event, for example a piece of the Berlin Wall. Another reason is for the “thrill
of the chase”: the research involved in finding an object, contact and competition with fellow
collectors, and the source of pride in finding a long sought after object are motivators (Akin,
1996 p.109-114).

Alexander develops these reasons further stating that collecting seems to be instinctive for
human beings, and that this may be based on pursuit of knowledge and connoisseurship or
simply obsessive collecting. It has been suggested that museums claims of exhibition, education,

culture and social good as their purpose are rationalisations used to justify a basic collecting
passion (Alexander, 2008 p.188).

2.1.2 Private collections

As discussed above humans have a desire to collect. Greeks and Romans collected art, and in
Roman cities there was public art but no access to private collections. In medieval Europe
royalty and the church held collections. The Renaissance movement in Italy resulted in
collections of antiquities and patronage of the arts (Lewis, n.d.).

The developing interest in human as well as natural history in the 16™ century led to the
development of specialised collections. These included natural history collections, portrait
collections, archaeological and manuscript collections and were found in the “cabinets” of
collectors. Two new words came into use: gallery (from Italian galleria), which came to signify an
exhibition area for pictures and sculpture; and cabinet (from Italia gabinetto) used to describe a
room filled with stuffed animals, botanical specimens, curios and artefacts. In Germany this was
referred to as a Wunderkammer, and in England more usually as a curiosity cabinet. Galleries
and cabinets were rarely open to the public (Alexander, 2008 p.5). One notable exception was
the collections of the Medici family in Florence. Paintings from the collection were on display to
the public in 1582 (Lewis, n.d.). Keepers of collections were more likely to admit royalty, princes,
ambassadors and other nobility even then by appointment only (Wittlin, 1970 p.76).

14



2.1.3 From private wealth to public education

In the 17" century learned societies such as the Royal Society in London (1660) and the Academy
of Sciences in Paris (1666) were established. These groups promoted corporate discussion,
experimentation and collecting. Their collections contributed to the formation of today’s
museums. Private collectors wishing to ensure continued study of their collections, started to
bequeath them to the cities that they lived in, to the realm or to the learned societies. In this way
collections moved from the private to the public domain (Lewis, n.d.).

So-called public museums began to open in the late 17" century. The University museum
of Basel opened in 1671, the Ashmolean in Oxford in 1683 (Alexander, 2008 p.5). The
Ashmolean Museum (see also 2.3.1) was a research facility for the school of Natural Philosophy,
and the first people to view the collections were the Duke of York and doctors and masters of
the university. When the public were admitted they had to pay a fee commensurate with time
spent in viewing the exhibits (Wittlin, 1970 p.78).

In the late 18" and early 19" centuries industrialisation meant that skilled and educated
workers were required: museums were a way to educate an increasingly urbanised population.
Bennett argues that museums were also a political tool to reform manners and regulate social
behaviour (Bennett, 1995 p.24). This period is characterised by exploration, trade and a prevailing
“Spirit of Enlightenment.”

The British Museum opened in London in 1759, having been established by an act of parliament
in 1753 (see also 4.3). The majority of the objects came from the collections of Sir Hans Sloane.
The state paid £20,000 for 80,000 objects. In accordance with Sloane’s will the collection was to
be maintained “intire without the least diminution or separation”[sic], and to be made accessible
to the public (Smith, 2007 p.10-11). The ideals articulated by the founders reflected
Enlightenment thinking that knowledge and understanding were necessary in civil society, and
tools against intolerance (MacGregor, 2004). Although entry to the museum has always been free,
for many years visitors had to apply for one of the limited number of tickets issued daily.
Museum visitors were learned gentlemen, and access was according to court like etiquette.

2.1.4 Royal collections go public

Many European museums developed from royal collections. The Louvre was originally a palace
built for the kings of France. Even before the French Revolution there had been plans to open
the collections as a museum - purchases were made to complement the collections, and plans
drawn up for alterations to the buildings (Wittlin, 1970 p. 82). It was however only following a
decree in 1792, nine days after the fall of the monarchy, that the royal palace was turned into a
public museum. Through the arts the public was to und