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PRESERVATION ESSENTIALS

By Anke Voss-Hubbard
lllinois Wesleyan University

Caring for Pueblo Pottery in the Archives: Not
featured in an M.L.S. program near you ...
Why, you may ask, does a discussion of pottery reach a
column devoted to archive preservation? In recent years a
frequent topic in the print literature, on Listservs, and in
the myriad programs and workshops we are rushing to
attend is, among others, the highly relevant topic of elec-
tronic records preservation, which should, of course, be
expected. Unfortunately (or is it fortunately?), we are asked
to preserve many other unusual records and objects that
can, in some situations, take up as much of our time as
those degrading disks and tapes, left at our doorstep each
day. Thus, a scenario that I think many archivists experi-
ence at one time or another: unexpectedly inheriting an
unusual collection that poses more preservation and docu-
mentation challenges than one ever imagined and, more
importantly, finding that a wealth of literature, on-line
resources, and many able and helpful colleagues are avail-
able and ready to assist an archivist in need. Although my
main responsibility at Illinois Wesleyan University (IWU)
is to serve as archivist and special collections librarian of a
primarily paper-based collection, I also find myself the
curator of a nineteenth-century collection of pueblo pot-
tery: artifacts that are important to IWU, not only as a
body of artistic and cultural artifacts but as a legacy of
John Wesley Powell, the collection’s donor and an TWU
faculty member in the nineteenth century.

The collection of over 100 specimens of pottery and a
few wooden and basketry objects was presented to WU
in the mid 1880s by John Wesley Powell (1834-1902),
explorer, scientist, and teacher. Objects of Zuni, Hopi,
and Acoma provenance were gathered during expeditions
carried out in 1879, 1881, and 1884, by staff from the
Smithsonian Institution’s Bureau of American Ethnology;
the artifacts were transferred to the U.S. National Mu-
seumn (USNM) for curation. Powell served as the bureau’s
first director, 1879-1902. These expeditions of the 1870s
and 1880s represent some of the first efforts to document
the cultures of the Southwest and to collect representative
artifacts. Powell is best known for being the first white
American to successfully navigate the Colorado River
through the Grand Canyon in 1869. His other explora-
tions of the Western frontier in the late nineteenth cen-
tury included a survey of the Continental Divide and
an ethnological study of Western Indians. Powell was
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also the founder of the National Geographic Society in
1888, and the second director of the U.S. Geologic
Survey (1881-1894).

Powell received an honorary M.A. and later a Ph.D.
from I'WU’s external degree program and served here as
professor of natural sciences from approximately 1865
to 1867. During his tenure at IWU, Powell organized a
natural history museum on campus, designed the uni-
versity seal, Scientia et Sapientia (knowledge and wis-
dom), and led I'WU students on some of his celebrated
expeditions to the West. From the late 1800s until to-
day, the pottery collection has been stored or displayed
in various locations and under varying conditions on
the IWU campus, and since the mid-1960s, it was on
permanent display at the university’s main library. In
1943, a fire destroyed Hedding Hall (Old Main), the
campus building that housed IWU’s sizeable natural
history collection. Fortunately, at the time of the fire,
the pottery itself was on display on the third floor of
Buck Memorial Library and thus escaped the devastat-
ing flames, but the fire destroyed records that accom-
panied the artifacts at the time of their original transfer
to IWU. Additionally, some of the pottery was repaired
on previous occasions; however, those repairs are not
documented. Thus, the age of those repairs and their
long-term viability are uncertain. The only information
that survives here about the original transfer of the arti-
facts consists of labels, presumably placed on the items
at the time of their arrival on campus in the late 1800s;
some of these labels are missing and the remaining ones
are brittle and difficult to read. Fortunately, the BAE
Annual Reports, registrarial records at Smithsonian In-
stitution Archives, and records of the USNM ethno-
graphic and archaeological collections, housed both at
the National Museum of Natural History and the Na-
tional Anthropological Archives of the Smithsonian In-
stitution, may allow me to retrace the provenance and
original context of this collection (I am still tracking
down these leads; I owe much gratitude to staff at the
Smithsonian Institution for identifying relevant infor-
mation and records in their holdings).

In addition to documenting the complete provenance of
these unique artifacts and thus confirming their exact age
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brought in on the process: the lighting would be in-
stalled inside the cases. Part of the challenge the initial
designers had to face was that the first-floor rotunda
opens to the second floor. That aesthetic highlight
needed to be preserved and thus could not be obstructed
by additional lighting fixtures. The initial plans called
for a closed but vented base for the light fixtures and
vents at the top of each case. It seemed immediately
apparent that the space would have a significant amount
of both artificial and natural light, say nothing about heat-
producing ballasts in the base. After much research into
various types of lighting, including illuminating the ex-
hibit cases with a prismatic film-light piping system or a
halogen bulb-fiber optic cable lighting system, we
(or maybe our budget) chose the still commonly used,
cool-burning fluorescent light fixtures. The ballasts are
installed at the top but inside the cases. There is a three-
inch space between the fluorescent tubes and the milk
glass diffuser at the top of each case that, in combina-
tion with a fan and vents in each unit, sufficiently elimi-
nates heat build-up.

The cases are constructed of solid mahogany with re-
movable glass shelves. Had the interior of the cases been
covered with particle board, I would have specified that
the designer apply a widely-used sealant to prevent off-
gassing. But since we could use mahogany for both the
interior and exterior, we instead added an exhibit qual-
ity, terra cotta-colored, polyester cloth at the bottom of
the cases. Since the library is controlled with a zoned
HVAC system it has allowed us to keep the rotunda at
a slightly lower temperature than the rest of the build-
ing, although this is only partially effective. Further-
more, we learned through diligent monitoring of tem-
perature and relative humidity (using display case
thermo hygrometers and a handheld digital thermo
hygrometer) within the case, that in early spring and
late fall when neither the cooling or heating on campus
is turned on, the climate in the library and thus inside
the cases is less than desirable. But for the rest of the
year we are confident that the exhibit case environment
is being maintained at acceptable, though certainly not
ideal, levels. We plan to experiment using moisture-
sensitive silica material designed to offset changes in
relative humidity.

Finally, moving day arrived in March 2003, and Spe-
cial Collections staff moved the collection to the
university’s new Ames Library. After investigating hir-
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ing a professional company to move the pottery across
campus and considering available funds, we chose to
move the collection ourselves. Armed with protective
gloves, conservation dust cloths, soft fibrous bristle
brushes, and a low-volt vacuum, we minimally and care-
fully cleaned and then wrapped each piece in acid-free,
unbuffered interleaving paper and bubble wrap, and
placed them inside sturdy archival, oversized storage
boxes. No doubt we all breathed a sigh of relief and
thanks when the entire pottery collection arrived safely
in its splendid new home at The Ames Library. Of
course, safeguarding the collection is an ongoing pro-
cess and includes continued monitoring of the exhibit
case climate, limiting excessive light exposure whenever
possible, and examining the individual objects periodi-
cally for signs of damage.

MAC Archives Reminder

Outgoing MAC officers and committee chairs are encour-
aged to donate their papers to the MAC Archives, held at
the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. For further in-
formation, please contact MAC Archives Committee
Chair Laura Mills, Archivist, Rotary International, 1560
Sherman Avenue, Evanston, Illinois 60201 (phone: 847-
866-4481; fax: 847-869-9265; E-mail: millsl@

rotaryintl.org).

- )
o2 Now Columnists

Welcome to new “Preservation Essentials® colum-
nists Anke Voss-Hubbard and Jennie Thomas. Anke
and Jennie join Marta O’Neill, National Personnel
Records Center (NARA), and Elli Bambakidis, Day-
ton (Ohio) Metro Library, as rotating contributors.
Anke is Archivist/Special Collections Librarian at
the Tate Archives & Special Collections, The Ames
Library, Illinois Wesleyan University, Bloomington,
Illinois. Jennie is Marilyn Crandell Schleg Archi-
vist and Special Collections Librarian/United Meth-
odist Church West Michigan Conference Archivist
at Albion College, Albion, Michigan. Farewell and
many thanks to contributor Cory Daly who is step-

\ping down. J
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