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Abstract improving preservation of and access to collections is recognized as a 
national priority in the U.s. such improvements often require mov-
ing and rehousing collections. careful planning for move projects is 
essential even when collections are relocated within renovated exist-
ing storage areas. We offer a case study of a rehousing project that 
required moving over 300,000 objects. A long-range preservation plan, 
informed by collections assessments and the museum’s overall mission 
and strategic plan, guided all stages of the project. Planning included 
inventories, a pilot project, and research on other institutions’ move 
projects. the project plan specified collection packing, moving, tempo-
rary storage, and tracking procedures as well as specifications for the 
new storage systems. the plan allowed modifications during project 
implementation to handle unanticipated complications. the improve-
ment of physical preservation and access facilitated the next step of 
the long-range plan: implementation of a data management system to 
improve intellectual control and access.
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Every museum, historical society, historic house, repository, or archive is unique, as 
are the scope, size, and format of the collections they curate. Despite these differenc-
es, collections stewardship is a responsibility all collecting institutions share. “Stew-
ardship is the careful, sound and responsible management of that which is entrusted 
to a museum’s care” (Merritt, 2008: 46). With stewardship come legal and ethical 
obligations to provide proper physical storage, collections management, preventive 
care, and intellectual control (Merritt, 2008). Collection move projects present op-
portunities to improve collections stewardship by means of upgrades to the storage 
environment, storage furniture, and storage enclosures and mounts, and to enhance 
physical and intellectual accessibility. Physical accessibility refers to how collections 
are stored and the ease of access to collections in storage. Intellectual accessibility 
refers to how collection information is managed and made available through legal 
documentation, cataloging, and computerization of collection records. Ideally, col-
lections move projects will improve all aspects of collections stewardship.
 Collection moves are conceived of, funded, and implemented in a wide vari-
ety of ways. For this reason, there isn’t a one-size-fits-all methodology for moving 
collections, but there are shared standards and core methods. The value of this spe-
cial issue of Collections is that it brings together strategies and solutions established 
through real-world trial and error from a multitude of different museum perspec-
tives. We offer one such perspective: that of a college anthropology museum that 
moved and rehoused over 300,000 archaeological and ethnographic objects and up-
graded existing storage spaces with federal and private funding between 2006 and 
2008. Regardless of the size or type of institution, collections move projects can be 
successfully implemented if projects align with institutional mission, are grounded 
in assessment and preservation planning, and are based on sound methodology.

Making the Case for Good Storage

This issue of Collections on collection moves may be preaching to the choir in terms 
of extolling the critical importance of good collections storage to the preservation 
of and access to museum collections, but Steven H. Miller’s (2006: 57) assessment 
that “museum storage is the Rodney Dangerfield of our profession — it don’t get no 
respect” still lingers. A fundamental prerequisite of any collection move project is 
institutional support. If collection storage is not tied to an institution’s mission, vi-
sion, and strategic objectives, arguments for good storage may fall on deaf ears, as 
will the need for accountability, careful planning, and adherence to core method-
ologies for collection moves. Generally speaking, the public doesn’t see collections 
storage and may believe that museums are hiding their treasures or that what’s on 
display is the extent of an institution’s holdings. Obviously, we curate and preserve 
these thousands of tangible objects for a reason, but we need to do a better a job of 
articulating those reasons to our trustees and to the public at large.
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 We know our collections are at risk. The Heritage Health Index (HHI) quan-
tified current conditions: “65% of our nation’s collecting institutions have experi-
enced damage to collections due to improper storage” (Heritage Preservation, 2005: 
4). Objects spend the majority of their museum lives in storage, so good storage 
is critical to long-term preservation and continued accessibility. The Institute of 
Museum and Library Services (IMLS) responded to the results of the HHI with a 
multi-year, multi-faceted national initiative called Connecting to Collections: A Call 
to Action to raise public awareness and to inspire action. Through workshops fo-
cused on outreach, resource development, public education, “bookshelves” of pres-
ervation literature, and statewide planning and implementation grants, IMLS has 
raised awareness of collections care within museums and shared strategies for how 
to publicize the importance of collections and the need for collections care through 
exhibitions, tours, public programs, and educational activities. The HHI and Con-
necting to Collections initiatives remind us of our stewardship responsibilities and 
that communicating the importance of preservation and accessibility — and how 
this work is realized through collections management, collections storage, and pre-
ventive care — are vital to building public understanding and long-term support.
 Our case in point, the Logan Museum of Anthropology, is a teaching mu-
seum of Beloit College. The college is an independent, undergraduate liberal arts 
institution in a small community located between Chicago, Illinois and Madison, 
Wisconsin. As an academic unit of the college, the museum’s mission is to engage 
the college community in learning about the world’s cultures, anthropology, and 
museology. To do this, the museum’s collections and other resources are deployed to 
foster the integration of knowledge and experience to enrich liberal learning, thus 
supporting the College’s central mission.
 The Logan Museum’s collections have been important learning resources 
since the museum’s founding in 1894. Beloit College students, faculty, and staff, as 
well as visiting researchers, have used the collections for hundreds of exhibits, pro-
grams, papers, and publications. The Logan’s ethnographic and archaeological col-
lections are used most heavily in anthropology courses but also serve a wide variety 
of students and faculty in other social sciences as well as in the physical and natural 
sciences and the arts and humanities. Thousands of students in courses throughout 
the curriculum have experienced the rare gift of direct engagement with a rich and 
diverse array of anthropological objects derived from over 150 countries and over a 
million years of human history (Beloit College, 1995; Green, 2007; Whiteford, 1956). 

Road Map to Success: Assessments and Preservation Planning

The first step in addressing ongoing preservation and collections management con-
cerns is to obtain a conservation assessment. Sometimes called a general assessment 
or preservation needs assessment, it is a basic requirement for institutions wishing to 
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receive funding for collections improvements. If your institution has not completed 
an assessment, this should be your first objective. The assessment is a general evalu-
ation of the institution’s collections preservation: environment (temperature, rela-
tive humidity, pollution, light), housekeeping, pest control, fire protection, security, 
disaster preparedness, collections storage, handling, exhibition, treatment, and rel-
evant policies and procedures. The resulting reports can be used as guides for devel-
oping long-range conservation plans, tools for fundraising activities, and ways to ed-
ucate staff and board members about immediate and long-term conservation needs. 
A good assessment functions like a road map: it identifies short and long range goals 
and makes recommendations on how to accomplish them (Green, 1998).
 There are two primary sources of funding for conservation assessments in the 
U.S.: Preservation Assistance Grants for Small Institutions (PAG) from the Nation-
al Endowment for the Humanities and Conservation Assessment Program (CAP) 
survey grants from Heritage Preservation. In addition, regional conservation cen-
ters provide conservation assessments and periodically receive federal funding to 
provide grants for surveys by their conservators. Institutions are eligible for subse-
quent assessments (Re-CAPs) through the Conservation Assessment Program after 
seven years.
 The Logan Museum experience exemplifies the utility of planning carefully 
for collections improvements. The museum underwent major renovations between 
1993 and 1995 resulting in rebuilt exhibition and storage areas, the installation of a 
two-level visible storage “cube,” and climate control throughout the museum. De-
spite these dramatic upgrades to storage and exhibition spaces, there was no com-
prehensive inventory completed after the upgrades, and there was nearly no room 
for growth because the funds raised for the project fell short of what was needed to 
rebuild one of the largest storage spaces. Because the project could not be completed 
as originally planned, collections were overcrowded and still housed in inappropri-
ate and substandard storage equipment. Some collections were stored in non-cli-
mate controlled spaces in the college’s art museum and in a non-climate controlled 
space shared with the anthropology department. 
 In 2002 the Logan Museum developed a strategic plan that identified col-
lections improvement as a key goal. We obtained a detailed assessment of the ex-
isting collections and storage areas by external reviewers through a CAP grant 
in 2002. Replacing substandard storage units and relocating objects stored in 
non-climate controlled facilities were identified as the highest conservation pri-
orities. This conservation assessment served as a springboard to the next phases 
of what we called our Collections Accessibility Project: clarification of goals and  
objectives through preservation planning, detailed project planning, and proposal 
writing. The overall goal of the Collections Accessibility Project is to ensure the 
collections are both physically and intellectually accessible so they can better meet 
the institutional teaching mission (Green and Meister, 2009). Specific objectives 
included:
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 1. Replace inappropriate and substandard storage equipment

 2. Mitigate inappropriate environmental conditions

 3. Alleviate overcrowding and lack of accessibility

 4. Create new space for the growth of collections 

 5. Increase intellectual accessibility through digitization and online access

 The conservation assessment CAP report served as the foundation of and in-
formed the museum’s long-range preservation plan. Preservation planning is the pro-
cess by which general and specific needs for the care of collections are determined, pri-
orities established, and resources for implementation identified (Ogden, 1997). Because 
preservation plans are based on conservation assessments, an assessment must be com-
pleted before a preservation plan can be drafted. Whereas the conservation assessment 
identifies short- and long-range goals, the preservation plan articulates a logical course 
of action and identifies what can be accomplished with existing resources and what will 
require outside support. Preservation plans demonstrate institutional commitment to 
collections stewardship and are a vital part of any funding request. Together, conserva-
tion assessments and preservation plans function as catalysts for change.

logan Museum ethnology collections storage area before renovation, circa 2005. Photograph 
by nicolette B. Meister.
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Pre-Project Planning

As we completed our preservation assessment and plan, we thought strategically 
about how to position the museum as grant-ready. Our collection improvement 
objectives included extensive moving and rehousing of collections and were too 
substantial to be accomplished with existing resources alone, so outside funding 
was necessary. (See Brophy 2005 for a useful checklist on grant-readiness.) In order 
to become grant-ready, we completed a number of pre-collections-move projects.
 To begin, we inventoried the two main storage areas targeted for upgrades 
(the ethnology and archaeology storage rooms) to ensure we could quantify the 
number of objects to be affected. Time didn’t allow for a complete inventory of col-
lections in our archaeological storage area, so instead, we completed a survey and 
volumetric assessment. Each segment of ethnological and archaeological collec-
tions was examined to assess its size, significance, existing storage space and hous-
ing, and potential for growth. We also projected future space and housing needs of 
the collections. In addition, we reflected on the significance and history of use of the 
collections. These reflections became vital components of our grant application.
 We also conducted extensive background research on collection move proj-
ects, which involved attending conferences and seminars and visiting museums that 
had recently completed storage upgrades. Museum staff visited and discussed col-
lection move projects with staff from The Science Museum of Minnesota, Minne-
sota Historical Society, National Museum of the American Indian, University of 
Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, and Spurlock Museum at 
the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. Colleagues were eager to share what 
worked and what didn’t work and offered ideas and solutions that were invaluable 
in our planning and proposal writing. Schoenholz (2001) also proved a particularly 
valuable resource. In addition, we conducted a pilot rehousing project to develop 
and refine a standard rehousing methodology for archaeological collections and to 
assess potential problems. The pilot project involved purchasing two new storage 
cabinets using museum funds and hiring of temporary staff to rehouse a small por-
tion of the collection. Through this pilot project we quickly realized the extent of 
collections management issues we would face as the archaeology collections were 
rehoused. Many of these collections had been catalogued as lots and many were not 
catalogued at all. As pilot projects help you identify potential challenges and refine 
your methodology, they also demonstrate careful planning to potential funders.
 Depending on the size and expertise of your collections staff pre-project 
training can be valuable. National and regional museum associations, regional con-
servation centers, and collections care training institutions such as the Campbell 
Center for Historic Preservation Studies in Mount Carroll, Illinois offer workshops 
and courses relevant to collection move projects and grant writing for collections 
care. Collection storage was the focus of the two day conference A Space Odyssey: 
Storage Strategies for Cultural Collections presented by the Conservation Center for 



O  nicolette B. Meister AnD WilliAM Green 101

Art and Historic Artifacts in St. Paul, Minnesota in 2010. A similar conference was 
previously offered on the East Coast in 2008 and one will likely be offered again 
in the future. These training programs present valuable opportunities to network 
with experts in the field, to gather ideas and solutions for collections care, and to 
learn about principles of storage, storage environments, storage furniture, storage 
mounts, and collection move methodologies. There is no better way to demonstrate 
to funders that you have the knowledge and skills necessary to accomplish your 
project objectives than to complete relevant training before your proposal is sub-
mitted. It also helps to embed training within the proposal so project staff will be 
prepared for the job.
 Like many museums, the Logan Museum does not have a conservator on 
staff. For this reason we contracted with a conservation consultant to conduct a 
site visit to evaluate the museum’s preservation activities and to review and consult 
about project methodology and standards. In addition, our grant proposal included 
two site visits by the conservation consultant to evaluate practice and progress and 
to conduct staff training in packing and mount making. All of these activities con-
tributed to ensuring the Logan Museum was grant-ready and strengthened the pro-
posal narrative.
 In addition to assessments, methodological research, training, and consulta-
tions, being grant-ready also requires financial resource identification. Most federal 
grant programs require cost sharing from the requesting institution: for every dollar 
of federal funds requested, the recipient must contribute a dollar in cash or effort. 
Depending on the size of the project, cost sharing can be a prohibitive factor to be-
ing grant-ready. The Logan Museum was fortunate to receive a bequest from an 
alumnus, which, when coupled with in-kind contributions of museum staff time, 
ensured the cost sharing requirement could be met. The bequest was the result of 
decades of cultivation and development and dovetailed with a revised strategic plan 
that made preservation and access key goals. Raising money for collections care and 
storage upgrade projects is particularly challenging because most donors look for 
projects with instant visibility and preservation happens mostly out of the public 
eye. Capitalize on Collections Care from Heritage Preservation, Inc. (2007) offers 
valuable strategies for fundraising for collections care and ideas for creative ways to 
use preservation and conservation projects to increase support from the private sec-
tor and state and local governments and to reach new audiences. The HHI and the 
Hidden Assets report from the Mid-America Arts Alliance (2009) can strengthen 
fundraising and grant writing efforts because they substantiate the national need for 
increased preventive care and outline strategies to address these needs.
 In 2005, the Logan Museum submitted a proposal to the National Endowment 
for the Humanities (NEH) Grants for Stabilizing Humanities Collections program1 
to replace inappropriate and substandard storage equipment, mitigate inappropriate 
environmental conditions, alleviate overcrowding and lack of accessibility, and create 
new space for the growth of collections. Following a helpful review of our draft propos-
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al by NEH staff, we developed a two-year project timetable and a budget of $710,253, 
which included about $500,000 in cash outlays for equipment, supplies, and added 
staff. The project — Preservation of and Access to Anthropology Collections — was fund-
ed in 2006 and completed in 2008. Through the project new storage cabinetry was 
installed in our ethnology and archaeology storage areas, objects previously stored in 
non-climate controlled spaces were relocated to climate controlled museum spaces, 
collections were rehoused in archival quality mounts and enclosures, and space for 
growth was created by installing mobile compactor storage units.

Project Planning

The first phase of the Logan Museum’s Collections Accessibility Project focused on 
physical accessibility. To address the 2002 conservation assessment high-priority 
recommendations, the museum designed a project to upgrade preservation of and 
access to ethnographic and archaeological objects in storage. What was conceived 
as one project was in reality two separate projects that occurred simultaneously: 
ethnology collections rehousing and archaeology collections rehousing. Each proj-
ect had its own distinct methodology, space design, and organizational plan.

Ethnology Collections

Ethnology collections were overcrowded and stored in substandard storage equip-
ment. These collections had to be removed and temporarily stored while old storage 
equipment was dismantled and replaced with mobile compactor storage and new 
storage cabinets. Instead of storing collections off-site, collections were stored in 
our second floor exhibit gallery. On-site storage assured the highest level of security, 
enabled collections to be accessed for teaching and research purposes, and enabled 
museum staff to monitor security and environmental conditions. Off-site commer-
cial storage that meets museum standards for environment and security is very ex-
pensive. While our solution required closing a large exhibit gallery for a year, we felt 
the risk minimization and cost savings outweighed the disadvantages.
 Museum staff worked closely with Storage Systems Midwest, Inc. (SSM) to de-
velop the storage space design. Storage solutions providers like SSM are often able to 
bundle design, sales, and installation services and work closely with cabinetry and 
high-density mobile storage system providers. Museum staff conducted an inventory 
of object dimensions and hosted multiple on-site consultations with SSM, resulting in 
an initial storage design from SSM that was subsequently modified. The development 
of a storage design requires that museum staff outline preservation and accessibility 
objectives based on standard storage principles and institutional needs and that the 
storage system provider has experience with museums. If a museum is planning new 
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construction or designing an entirely 
new storage area, staff must consider a 
suite of spaces (space for conservation, 
registration, storage, digitization, exhibit 
preparation, etc.) and building systems 
including location of equipment (i.e., 
mechanical activity removed from stor-
age), lighting, utilities, temperature, hu-
midity, fire suppression, and security.
 The ethnology storage design 
was composed of seven different types 
of cabinets and shelving to accommo-
date diverse ethnographic collections. 
Specialized equipment included flat file 
cabinets, cabinets for rolled textiles, a 
garment cabinet, an oversized flat tex-
tile cabinet, open shelving for oversized 
objects, and cantilever shelving to max-
imize space beneath existing ductwork.
 Cabinets and open shelving were 
arranged around the perimeter of the 
storage room and a high-density mobile 
storage system was installed in the center 
of the room. Compact storage eliminates 
non-productive access aisles, resulting in 
a significant increase in storage capacity. 
The design of the high-density mobile 
storage system was such that only three rows of cabinetry required doors. Cabinets are 
ideal as they mitigate nearly all of the agents of deterioration,2 but cabinets are much 
more expensive than open shelving. The remaining rows were sealed by silicone gas-
kets installed along the edges of the rows. When the carriages are compact, the gaskets 
form a seal. While it is not airtight, it does prevent light and dust from entering the 
compactor units. The organization of ethnographic objects in the new storage cabinets 
was based first on provenience and secondly on cultural affiliation. Placement was 
based on collections accessed most frequently for teaching and research. 

Archaeology Collections

North American archaeology collections were relocated from an unsecure and non-
climate controlled space in the anthropology department to an existing archaeol-
ogy storage room in the Logan Museum. Storage space in that room was expanded 

Beloit college museum studies students in-
ventorying objects in newly installed compact 
storage units and cabinets in ethnology collec-
tions storage area, circa 2008. Photograph by 
nicolette B. Meister.
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through the addition of new storage cabinets stacked on top of existing storage cabi-
nets. The existing cabinets held archaeological collections from Europe and North 
Africa rehoused in 1992 through a National Science Foundation grant-funded proj-
ect. The tops of these cabinets had been used as work space, but because this storage 
room was too small (308 sq ft) to consider compact storage and this was the only 
museum storage space viable for upward expansion, the decision was made to stack 
new cabinets on top of the existing units.
 Fourteen new cabinets were installed in the archaeology storage room. All 
cabinets feature locking mechanisms and gliding drawers equipped with stops to 
ensure they could not accidentally be pulled out of the cabinets. Housing collec-
tions in drawers rather than boxes enables visual accessibility and reduces handling, 
which enhances preservation. The North American archaeological collections con-
sist of artifacts provenienced to the state and county level, specimens from sites 
systematically excavated by Beloit College sponsored field schools, and unprove-
nienced archaeological material from the United States (Green and Meister, 2009). 
International archaeological collections also required moving and rehousing. The 
North American archaeological objects were organized in the new storage cabinets 
alphabetically by state and then by county or site within each state.
 Because the archaeology rehousing was planned on the basis of a sample survey 
rather than an exact inventory, and because the survey underestimated the volume of 
collections needing to be rehoused, additional cabinets were required to rehouse all of 
the relocated archaeological collections. Museum and private funds were used to pur-
chase three additional cabinets. Two of these cabinets were placed in the museum’s cli-
mate controlled and secure laboratory, which serves as a work and teaching space. Col-
lections storage should be separated from other museum activities, so these cabinets 
remain locked, while cabinets in dedicated, secure storage rooms remain unlocked for 
ease of access. Archaeological collections associated with objects already housed in the 
visible storage “cube” were moved to new, stationary shelving in that facility. Forty-two 
additional glass shelves were added to the “cube” and a new open-shelving system was 
installed for archaeological collections storage in unused space beneath the staircase 
leading to the second floor of the “cube.”

Packing and Moving Methodologies in Practice

Prior to packing or moving any collections, move coordinators and student assis-
tants attended workshops on packing and moving anthropological collections pre-
sented by an objects conservator. Grant funds supported two full-day workshops, 
which functioned to help standardize move staff skills. The workshops coupled lec-
tures with demonstrations and hands-on exercises. If your institution relies on vol-
unteers, interns, or student labor, budgeting funds for training workshops will help 
ensure your staff has the skills necessary to implement the project. 
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Ethnology Collections

Packing methods for the ethnology collections varied by material type and object 
size. All ethnographic collections, with the exception of oversized objects and whole 
ceramic vessels, were packed using archival materials in non-archival boxes. Boxes 
were purchased in standard sizes for convenience and efficient use of temporary 
storage shelf space. Acid-free boxes would have been an unnecessary expense for 
temporary housing because the boxes were intended for short-term storage.
 We began the packing process by removing objects from ethnology storage 
by country, based on object type. For example, all of the textiles from a given coun-
try were packed, then all the three-dimensional objects. This approach to packing 
greatly facilitated rehousing by country, cultural affiliation, and object type. We 
implemented standardized packing methods to facilitate training of student assis-
tants, purchase of packing supplies, and effective use of storage space. Standard-
ized packing methods included: mummy wrapping, pillow packing and the use of 
padded boards, cotton stockinet snakes or ring mounts, pallets, and speed bins. 
Three-dimensional items were mummy wrapped in tissue, tyvek, or ethafoam de-
pending on the material, and packed between layers of bubble wrap and tissue or 
polyester-batting-filled cotton stockinet snakes. Pillow packing was used to pack 
textiles, clothing, and flat fragile objects and to fill voids in boxes. “Pillows” were 
made of polyethylene bags filled with polyester fiber fill, peanuts, or shredded poly-
ethylene foam or layers of cotton muslin fabric with fiber fill between the layers. 
Padded boards provided support for flat, complex objects and objects with fragile 
appendages. Objects were lightly “tied-down” to the boards using cotton twill tape 
secured through slits in the board. Old drawers were used to pack small mummy 
wrapped items. Drawers were stacked and then shrink wrapped in plastic for trans-
port. Large, flat items such as shields were mummy wrapped and then packed up-
right in large triple corrugated boxes (speed bins). Objects too fragile or large for 
packing were placed on carts and moved to the second floor gallery where they were 
stored on glass shelves inside exhibit cases. Catalog numbers were written on the 
outside of wrapped objects for easy identification, and the numbers were recorded 
on box inventory forms placed on the inside and in sleeves on the outside of boxes. 
Boxes were assigned box numbers and temporary storage locations were assigned 
for tracking purposes. As objects were unpacked, they were checked against the box 
inventory, and set aside for mount making as needed.
 Standardized rehousing and mount making methods were established to 
expedite rehousing and ensure effective use of space on new shelves and drawers. 
There were occasions when building an intricate, time-consuming mount was nec-
essary, but in general, most items were well supported using enclosures (box/tray), 
internal mounts, padded boards, rolled mounts, or window mats. Boxes and trays 
were used to house small, fragile objects or objects that might roll when drawers 
were opened. A combination of commercially purchased archival specimen trays 
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and boxes made in-house were used. Internal mounts consist of soft or rigid padded 
forms and hangers used to support pliable artifacts that may deform under their 
own weight. Soft internal supports were constructed of cotton stockinet stuffed with 
polyester batting. Rigid internal supports were carved from ethafoam plank, pad-
ded with polyester batting, and covered with tyvek to prevent abrasions. Padded 
hangers were utilized when flat storage was not possible. Simple flat mounts pro-
vided rigid support for small textiles or garments. Textiles too large for storage in 
flat drawers were rolled on powder coated steel enamel conduit pipe and stored in 
open textile cabinets. Rolled textiles were wrapped in Melinex to facilitate visual ac-
cessibility and protect fringe. Rolls were tied with 1-inch twill tape. Window mats 
provided stable storage for fragile textile or bark cloth fragments and are stackable. 
The mat portion can be made of blue board, archival foam core, or rag cotton mat 
board. The window is fitted with Melinex to provide visual accessibility.
 New storage locations were recorded on the box inventory forms and input 
daily into a move database designed in MS Access.

ethnology collections in temporary storage in the logan Museum’s shaw Gallery, circa 2007. 
Photograph by nicolette B. Meister.
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Archaeology Collections

Rehousing of the archaeology collections began by removing collections from their 
boxes and other non-archival containers and checking them against catalog records. 
Not unlike other museums with a history of over 100 years of acquisitions, the Lo-
gan Museum has used multiple, unrelated cataloging systems to register its collec-
tions. In addition to these museum cataloging systems, many collections are labeled 
with numbers assigned by the original collectors. This is why many objects — es-
pecially the early acquisitions — have three different numbers written on them. We 
checked and cross-referenced all catalog numbers to ensure our database reflects 
accurate catalog information. Catalog card data was then entered in the collections 
database. Objects were placed in 4-mil polyethylene bags and archival specimen 
trays. Large objects not placed in bags or trays often were protected with simple 
storage mounts within the drawers. Clear labels on cabinets and drawers, object 
lists within drawers, and labeled bags and trays permit users to learn the contents of 
cabinets and drawers without rummaging through them.

Accountability

Work plans for collections move projects should address accountability: What mea-
sures will be taken to ensure the collection is professionally maintained and pro-
tected during the move and temporary storage? How will the collection be tracked 
during the move to ensure all objects are accounted for throughout the project? 
Adhering to standard practice and tested methodologies will assure funders that 
collections will be protected during packing, transportation, temporary storage, un-
packing, digitization, and rehousing. We maintained tracking accountability by us-
ing a dedicated move database to track object movement and temporary locations. 
As noted above, during packing each box was assigned a box number and corre-
sponding box inventory form. Box inventory forms recorded box numbers, catalog 
numbers, object names, geographic locations, packer initials, and pack dates. Box 
inventory forms were placed in shipping sleeves on the outside of the box to ensure 
the list of contents was visible. A copy of the box inventory was then filed in a binder 
and the data entered in the move database for tracking purposes.
 Moving collections is intense work that requires diligence, attention to de-
tail, and continuous project management. Despite the enormous requirements of 
these projects, it’s still business as usual for the rest of the museum, including other 
collections related activities. For this reason, you might consider implementing a 
moratorium on loans, access to collections, acquisitions, or photo requests for the 
duration of your project. If collections are to remain accessible during a move proj-
ect, accountability and good inventory control will be essential.
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Unforeseen Challenges and Opportunities of Collection Moves

Planning is the key to implementing collections move and rehousing projects, but 
be prepared for unforeseen challenges and expect the unexpected. Any number of 
factors from staff transitions and budgetary shortfalls to unanticipated donations 
and construction or equipment delays can force you to modify your methodology 
or schedule. Awareness of the likelihood of such challenges can help you to be pro-
active and to address issues before problems arise. The Logan Museum was not im-
mune from such challenges.
 Our ethnology rehousing project had to implement relatively minor modifi-
cations to its methodology and project objectives. For instance, it seemed prudent 
to include digitization in the grant proposal because rehousing presented a logical 
opportunity to photograph collection objects. In theory, this was a good idea, but in 
practice, setup and image processing required much more time than we anticipated. 
In order to complete the rehousing project on schedule, digitization efforts were 
scaled back and focused on those collections accessed most frequently for teaching 
and research.
 Another unforeseen challenge, wrapped in a wonderful opportunity for col-
lections enhancement, was the museum’s acquisition of two significant donations 
with a combined total of over 450 ethnographic objects in the midst of rehousing. 
These acquisitions compromised the objective to create new space for 20 years of 
projected growth of collections, but the reason that space was created in the first 
place (via high-density compact storage) was to permit the collections to grow in 
meaningful and significant ways. The donations presented opportunities to build 
the collections in those ways but also challenged the staff to juggle large acquisitions 
(both in size and number) in the midst of the collections move project.
 By far the greatest challenges occurred during the rehousing of archaeological 
collections. Like many museums, the Logan Museum curates hundreds of unprove-
nienced archaeological objects, i.e., artifacts whose original find spots or site loca-
tions are not known (Brody, 2009; Hilton, 2009; Reichardt, 2007). As Brody (2009: 
201) notes, “Provenience has not always been a significant concern of museums 
when acquiring collections.” Poor documentation at the time of acquisition along 
with a common history of trade, exchange, and informal loans of artifacts before 
museums developed standardized policies or forms to track such transactions cre-
ate a “perfect storm” of opportunity for loss of associated provenience data if any 
existed in the first place. Because our archaeological collections were uninvento-
ried prior to the collections move, the full extent of these challenges surfaced in 
the midst of the project. We researched our unprovenienced collections to allow as 
many as possible to be rehoused within the overall geographic organization scheme 
of the storage area. Collections research methods included contacting the original 
collectors or donors and consulting with museums known or suspected to have 
related material, as well as applying expert archaeological knowledge — fortunately 



O  nicolette B. Meister AnD WilliAM Green 109

available in-house. This work, along with careful examination of archival records, 
led to the discovery of state- or county-level provenience in many cases and even 
precise site locations for some collections. Artifacts that remained unprovenieced 
after research were transferred to the teaching collections of our anthropology de-
partment and of other universities.
 In addition to unprovenienced archaeological objects, we also encountered 
thousands of uncataloged objects that required basic sorting, identification, regis-
tration, and data entry. We hired an archaeologist to address the collections man-
agement needs of the uncataloged archaeological material, enabling the archaeol-
ogy move coordinator to focus on data entry and rehousing. The management of 
archaeological collections requires an ability to interpret archaeological field notes 
and maps, to understand how artifacts were excavated and sorted in the field, and 
to understand the archaeological artifact analysis and research process. This back-
ground permits effective decisions on how best to catalog such collections.
 Finally, artifacts not owned by the Logan Museum were also discovered. Ma-
terial from sites on federal and tribal land belongs to the agencies or tribes that own 
or control those lands, so we transferred or are in the process of transferring those 
collections to the appropriate agency or tribe. Dealing with this material as well as 
the unprovenienced and uncataloged collections was an unintended but significant 
challenge and achievement of the archaeology rehousing project.

Building Momentum

Collections move projects enhance physical accessibility by increasing preventive 
care through storage in stable and inert environments, cabinets, and enclosures, and 
through improving ease of access to collections in storage. How does intellectual ac-
cessibility fit into such work? Physical and intellectual accessibility will inevitability 
inform one another, so completion of one type of project can be used to build mo-
mentum and serve as a rationale for the other. At the Logan Museum we focused on 
storage upgrades first because our assessments had identified these as a top priority. 
The next step in our Collections Accessibility Project was to increase intellectual ac-
cessibility by implementing a new collections management software system.
 As noted above, digitization of the museum’s ethnographic collections began 
during the 2006-2008 NEH-funded collections rehousing project. This work con-
tinued and expanded with support from the Institute of Museum and Library Ser-
vices (IMLS) Museums for America grant program. In late 2008 the Logan acquired 
a new collections management software system — Re:discovery Proficio — and 
hired a full time data specialist to help develop data standards, customize the da-
tabase, conduct and supervise data entry, and conduct data validation. Converting 
the museum’s catalog records to the electronic data management system improves 
public access to collections, reaches a broader audience, increases points of access to  
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collections for teaching, public education, and visible storage interpretation, and 
facilitates the sharing of data as a result of data standardization. This project utilizes 
images captured during the 2006-2008 collections rehousing project and has been 
greatly facilitated by the collections move because objects are now fully physically 
accessible and have confirmed locations in storage.

Conclusion

Moving and rehousing of collections were vital parts of the Logan Museum’s long-
range collections plan. Careful assessments, pilot projects, inventories, training, re-
search, consultation with vendors, fundraising, and vetting of draft proposals all 
formed crucial elements of collection move planning at the Logan Museum. It was 
also important to consider the inevitable domino effects: the public spaces and work 
areas that had to be devoted to the move, the time that was not going to be available 
for routine work or for other projects. We did not specifically anticipate the “new” 
collections management challenges that arose, but we were able to manage them ef-
fectively and in concert with the overall project goals.
 The best laid plans. . . are detailed, realistic, and flexible. They are always de-
signed with a higher purpose in mind. Think of the plan as a custom-made tool 
you design to get a particular job done, a job that is of utmost importance to your 
institution. Use the plan wisely: monitor how well it’s working and modify it as 
needed to deal with surprises. Your move planning succeeds not only when you 
have accomplished your project goals but also when you build on the project with 
subsequent work that advances your institution’s mission.
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Notes

 1. The NEH Grants for Stabilizing Humanities Collections program ended in 2007. It has since 
been repackaged and expanded through the NEH Cultural Heritage Collections program cre-
ated in 2009.
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 2. The agents that contribute to the deterioration of museum collections include direct physical 
forces, theft and displacement, fire, water, pests, contamination, radiation, incorrect tempera-
ture, incorrect humidity, and curatorial neglect (Rose and Hawks, 1995: 3).
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