
Welcome to the 2012 winter issue of 

the Museum Archives section 

newsletter!  

 

Iõd also like to extend a special 

welcome to the new members of the 

MAS Steering Committee:  

Chair-Elect: Katy Rawdon (Barnes 

Foundation) 

Web Liaison:  Erin Murphy (Harvard 

University) 

 

Over 78 members attended the MAS 

annual business meeting at the SAA 

conference in Chicago. The meeting 

featured nine Pecha-Kucha 

presentations ranging in topics from 

recently processed collections to the 

development of a museum archive. We 

also brainstormed ideas for 2012 

session proposals. Complete meeting 

minutes are available online here: 

http://www.archivists.org/saagroups/

museum/minutes.htm 

 

The MAS Working Group also held a 

meeting in Chicago. The Working 

Group plans to develop a system for 

those working in museum archives to 

easily share resources across 

institutions. The final project will be 

available for all section members and 

serve as a platform for participation, 

collaboration, and learning. Please visit 

the Working Group meeting minutes 

online for more information about the (Continued on page 2) 
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In 2009, the Minneapolis Institute of 

Arts (MIA) received a grant from the 

National Historical Publications and 

Records Commission (NHPRC) to aid 

in the development of a sustainable 

records management program and 

archives. With their support, the 

Museum was able to hire a Project 

Archivist, myself, to work in 

collaboration with the head librarian, 

archives interns and volunteers, and 

administrative staff to (1) conduct a 

Museum-wide records survey, (2) 

promote an understanding of the 

records management and archives goals 

amongst staff members, (3) develop 

records disposition schedules for all 

Museum departments, (4) arrange and 

describe institutional records and 

special collections, and (5) create 

policies and procedures for both the 

records management program and 

archives. 

To provide some context, the MIA is an 

encyclopedic art museum. Its 

permanent collection includes about 

eighty thousand objects spanning five 

thousand years of human creativity. The 

Archives is under the Curatorial 

Division and a part of the Art Research 

and Reference Library department, 

physically located in the Michael Graves 

wing of the MIA. The archives 

encompass both institutional records 

and special collections.  The 

institutional records of the MIA and the 

Minneapolis Society of Fine Arts, the 

MIAõs governing body from 1883-1988, 

document the creation of the Twin 
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project and opportunities for 

involvement. Thanks to Megan 

Senseney, MAS Secretary for producing 

the meeting minutes. 

 

I look forward to seeing many of you at 

our next business meeting in San Diego. 

In the interim, please continue to 

participate in the section by posting to 

the Museum Archives listserv or 

contributing to the newsletter. The 

newsletter has two exciting new 

features: the Internship Profile and the 

Postscript section where you are 

welcome to submit news about 

yourself. Thanks to Adrianna Del Collo 

for creating these features and editing 

the newsletter. The newsletter is an 

excellent resource for the diverse MAS 

community.  

 

In closing, Iõd like to offer a special 

thank you to our outgoing co-chairs 

Susie Anderson and Francine Snyder for 

their dedication and innovative ideas 

during their tenure.  

 

Best,  

Leanda Gahegan, MAS Chair  
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Citiesõ art and museum culture during 

the turn of the last century and extend 

to present day research and business 

records. Some of the highlights of the 

Special Collections include the papers 

of Anson B. Cutts, Jr., who bequeathed 

the Purcell-Cutts House to the MIA in 

1985; the records of Vermillion Editions 

Limited, a printmaking studio based in 

Minneapolis from 1977-1992; and the 

papers of Karen Daniels Petersen, 

which include the 

authorõs research 

and manuscripts for 

Plains Indian Art from 

Fort Marion, and 

other published and 

unpublished works. 

The MIAõs NHPRC 

grant project, which 

spans three years, 

endeavors to 

preserve the 

historical collections 

within our care, and 

to facilitate the best 

possible access to 

staff members and 

researchers. 

 

From the beginning, 

we knew that 

collaboration with 

staff members was 

the only way the records management 

and archives programs would succeed 

as a whole. Museum staff was 

supportive of the project objectives and 

understood the importance of their 

participation, however, gaining insight 

into departmental and individual record 

keeping habits and job functions can be 

a delicate business. A big part of 

building relationships and maintaining 

collaborative partners is cultivating 

trust, and I will soon provide a few 

examples of how we tried to do that by 

remaining as transparent as possible 

with the information we gathered and 

with the processes for both creating 

disposition schedules and processing 

archives. 

 

A few initial concerns were brought to 

our attention dealing with access, 

privacy, and the overall stewardship of 

records--records individuals had been 

accustomed to maintaining on their 

own.  To negotiate deeply established 

institutional traditions, which all 

museums possess, it was helpful to 

acknowledge that the Museum has 

never had a centralized archives before, 

nor an enduring archivist role. Records 

from the past had been stored in 

basements and closets around the 

building and in some cases rendered 

inaccessible. As a result, departments 

learned to store important records, 

both active and inactive, in their offices 

or departmental storage spaces. It was 

also common for curatorial 

departments to maintain the bulk of 

their records, respond to public 

inquiries, and facilitate access at times 

by allowing researchers to view records 

in their offices or study rooms. Again, 

just like many other museums, some 

departments had taken on certain 

archival tasks. Additionally, four 

curatorial departments had collected 

papers from people or institutions 

outside of the Museum that were in 

some way related to the permanent 

collection or the Museum's history and 

relationships. With the promise to 

preserve and make those records 

publicly accessible, we felt that those 

special collections should be housed in 

a museum archives. So in addition to 

building trust we also had to prove that 

a centralized archives was the way 

forward and to create a new culture for 

it in the Museum. While faced with 

these challenges, it was clear that they 

provided exciting opportunities for 

collaboration and discussion between 

the archives and MIA record creators.  

 

For the records survey, we relied 

heavily on individual and group 

interviews. However, with over thirty 

departments to survey and between 

one and seven people to speak with per 

department, it was 

unlikely that any one 

method would be 

suitable for everyone. 

Remaining flexible with 

the survey procedures 

enabled us to gather as 

much information as 

possible about the 

records and 

departmental functions 

while accommodating 

busy schedules, variable 

abilities and knowledge 

of records, and 

communication 

preferences. We then 

worked with Museum 

administrative staff to 

identify an archives 

liaison for each 

department. This person 

would be our initial 

contact, the person we would 

communicate with to set up meetings, 

to ask questions, and likely the person 

to facilitate the records transfer and 

help with compliance for their 

department once those policies were in 

place.  

 

Two instructional documents were 

created for all-staff distribution. The 

first outlined a basic records 

management program and its 

components. It included a diagram 

articulating the life cycle of an MIA 

record and a sample disposition 

schedule to help survey participants 

visualize the final outcome. The second 

handout included specific survey 

procedures; how participants should 

prepare for the survey, and a brief 

glossary of terms to ensure we were 
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working with the same definitions. Once 

the instructional documents were 

circulated, we worked with the archives 

liaisons to arrange 

department meetings 

with the archives staff, 

providing an 

opportunity for us to 

explain our goals for the 

survey and how they fit 

in to the overall project. 

We went over the 

instructional handouts 

and answered questions. 

A few examples: òIõm 

not sure if I fully 

understand the 

relationship between 

the records 

management and 

archives programs.ó 

òAre you just looking 

for historical records during the survey?ó 

òWhat if we keep certain records but we 

know another department is ultimately 

responsible for them, do you want to 

know about those, too?ó òDoes the 

survey include electronic records?ó Then 

together, we identified people in the 

department that should be interviewed. In 

the end, the surveys took a little over a 

year to complete; we interviewed seventy

-three individuals and held numerous 

group meetings. These group meetings 

provided an opportunity for all staff to ask 

questions and give feedback even if they 

were not selected to be interviewed. 

 

A database was created to manage the 

information gathered in the interviews and 

notes from legal research we conducted 

for MIA business records. We also viewed 

disposition schedules from other 

museums for baseline comparisons. All of 

this data informed the disposition 

schedules created by myself and the head 

librarian. Using an iterative approach, 

once draft schedules were complete they 

were sent back to their departments for 

additional feedback. This was an 

opportunity for the archives and 

departments to come to a consensus 

before sending the draft to administration 

for final changes or approval. It may seem 

that we had chosen a time consuming 

course, but in spite of this we knew it was 

an educational opportunity we could not 

pass up and considered the positive affect 

it would have with employee buy-in with 

records management policies and 

schedules. 

 

Another primary initiative of the grant 

project is to persistently promote an 

understanding of our goals: What it means 

to build a museum archives and what it is 

we actually do all day. In June 2011, we 

came up with the idea for òArchives Day.ó 

Every Monday the Museum is closed to 

the public but the library remains open for 

staff use. Last summer we suspended most 

of our library services to staff members 

on Mondays and turned the library 

reading room into one big archives 

processing room. Our head librarian, 

assistant librarian, myself along with two 

volunteers, one of whom was the former 

Director of Education at the MIA for over 

thirty years, began minimally processing 

exhibition files, currently the largest 

record group in the Museum. Museum 

staff was still welcome to use the 

reference material, return books, drop off 

requests, so we received a fair amount of 

foot traffic, and people would inevitably 

ask questions about our archival 

processing procedures. This was a great 

way for the archives to maintain visibility, 

show our colleagues what was happening 

with the records they had transferred to 

the archives, and promote our efforts 

while tackling a large collection. And 

because the MIAõs leadership allowed us 

to do this, it also communicated to staff 

that the archives is an institutional 

priority. 

 

As we have been working over the past 

two years and thinking about the 

sustainability of the archives, the issue of 

electronic records has been invariably 
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present. The scope of our goals and 

responsibilities at this point cannot begin 

to tackle electronic records, but at the 

same time does not exclude e-records, 

either. The disposition schedules are not 

specific to any medium, and it is common 

for record series to consist of both paper 

and electronic records.  We plan to draft 

propositions on managing electronic 

records during the third year of our 

project as we assess issues of 

sustainability. We did, however, have one 

opportunity to collaborate with the MIAõs 

Information Systems department on email 

guidelines during the Museumõs 2010 

migration from Groupwise email client to 

Google applications. Before the migration, 

staff was asked to clean out their 

òarchivedó email. For some, this store of 

email had been accumulating for over 

fifteen years with little weeding and with 

no management scheme. Information 

Systems supplied guidance on email 

migration, space allotment, how to locate 

archived email, and what would happen to 

email not migrated due to size limitations. 

From the archives perspective, we 

provided appraisal guidelines, examples of 

types of email that would be considered 

records, common types of email that 

could be discarded, and the metadata to 

capture if printing emails.  Hopeful for 

future collaboration, this is a good 

example of how our two departments 

came together with different perspectives 

and priorities to approach a pressing 

challenge. 

 

Working closely with our Museum 

colleagues for the past two years on many 

occasions opened up opportunities for 

them to provide feedback on what they 

want to see from the archives in the near 

future. Most of their ideas are very much 

in line with how we would like to 

progress after 2012. Ideas include scanning 

projects to back-up vital records, making 

object files more accessible across 

curatorial departments, creating an oral 

history program, especially in light of the 

Museumõs 2015 centennial, and more 

guidelines on how to manage email and 

electronic records. These are all 

important initiatives and all should be 

done collaboratively to some degree with 

various departments. It is promising to 

hear colleagues and Museum leadership 

planting the seeds of future projects and I 

think it speaks to the importance and 

sustainability of the archives in this 

museum. 
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This yearõs SAA conference coincided with two significant natural disasters on the East Coast: a magnitude 5.8 earthquake that was felt 

hundreds of miles beyond its epicenter in Virginia on August 23th, and Hurricane Irene, which swept up the coast from August 27th -28th 

leaving considerable wind and flood damage in its wake. These events have prompted many of us to reassess the safety of our collections and 

our ability to respond effectively. The following article profiles the Historic New Orleans Collectionõs effort to recover from one of the worst 

natural disasters experienced by this country in recent history.  

Disaster Recovery  

(This article is an adaptation of a paper delivered at the Society of 

American Archivists Annual Meeting in August, 2011.) 

 

On Saturday morning, August 27, 2005, New Orleanians awoke 

to the news that hurricane Katrina, previously predicted to 

make landfall in Florida, and changed its course. The revised 

projected path pointed directly towards the Crescent City.  In 

accordance with our institutionõs emergency preparedness plan, 

all staff immediately reported to work. Collections were moved 

away from exterior walls, down from top floors, and up from 

ground floors.  Windows were shuttered or boarded. Sandbags 

were placed in front of doors to protect against possible rising 

water. Special precautions were taken with our computer 

systems.  Pre-cut visquin was placed over all office furnishings 

and equipment. Special visquin curtains were lowered over the 

shelving units. All emergency procedures were followed. Our 

institution was prepared.   

 

Like numerous other organizations however, we soon realized 

that our emergency response plan was not necessarily designed 

to address a major regional disaster. In the wake of hurricane 

Katrina, evacuated staff members were dispersed across the 

United States. Residents of the region had never imagined that 

an evacuation could last more than a few days. With homes 

destroyed, staff had to relocate for an unexpectedly long 

duration. Our emergency contact lists, so geared to an 

òinstitutional emergencyó were rendered useless due to the 

magnitude of the disaster.  Our plan was geared to an 

òimmediate response.ó Yet, given the reality, an òimmediate 

responseó was not possible.   

 

The Historic New Orleans Collection was fortunate in that the 

buildings sustained only minimal wind damage. Our plan 

contained contact information for a fine arts moving company in 

the event that collections had to be moved after a disaster. Yet, 

with a regional failure of communication systems, it did not 

work as planned. Fortunately, contact was eventually established; 

state officials granted us permission to reenter the city under 

State Police escort, and within ten days our previously 

designated òmost valued collectionsó were in the safety of 

another museum, the Alexandria Museum of Art in Central 

Louisiana. The collections were moved due to the prolonged 

absence of climate control in our facility and the inability to fight 

fire.   

 

Today, in post-Katrina reality, a city-wide plan exists whereby 

cultural institutions are given a priority pass to re-enter the city 

in the event of such a disaster. A revitalized emergency 

preparedness plan addresses the shortcomings discovered in 

response to Katrina. We have revamped our emergency contact 

system for the staff. Alternative email addresses and telephone 

numbers (one of which must be out of the region) are required. 

Special sections have been created on our website for staff 

access only during an emergency. The realization that an 

immediate response cannot always be a possibility resulted in 

the installation of emergency generators for certain vaults.   

 

Our institutionõs mission changed immediately with Katrina. Like 

numerous other cultural organizations throughout the region, 

our unique role in the rebuilding process was soon defined in a 

series of projects ranging from programming to documentation. 

The institution also needed to assist staff members devastated 

by the tragedy. In the months following Katrina, we worked to 

care for our collections and help the staff overcome the tragedy. 

The institution set up a fund for staff members who had lost 

their homes. Donors from the community quickly responded. 

Funds were generated to assist the staff financially for expenses 
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that insurance did not cover. 

 

Katrina also brought the institution new audiences. The national 

and international media besieged us with a wide variety of 

questions, including òurgently needing photographs of the 1722 

hurricane that had destroyed New Orleans.ó We became 

teachers for emergency response teams, dispatched to the 

region, who were in need of education about New Orleans and 

the region in order to better do their jobs. As guardians of 

cultural patrimony, people looked to us for help with their 

damaged documents, books, and photographs. As a repository 

for local history, we had to document this tragedy. It was firmly 

evident that quality of life issues were to 

be critical to the rebuilding of the city. 

Our institution had to quickly adapt its 

mission to the new reality. Our motto 

changed from: òTelling the story of our 

region to the nation and the world,ó to: 

òLearn from the past; build for the 

future.ó  

 

The Historic New Orleans Collection was 

very fortunate and re-opened about five 

weeks after Katrina.  Many staff members, 

however, were unable to return 

immediately. Others returned to face the 

reality of rebuilding their houses. Yet, they 

had jobs. The ability to go to work 

permitted them to resume some form of 

normalcy, which was extremely important. 

Both the staff and the institution began 

ònewó lives. On November 13, we hosted 

a òwelcome backó party for our neighbors 

that attracted far more people than 

expected. At the same time, we began 

hosting our version of the òAntiques Road 

Show,ó fondly known as the òRestoration 

Road Show.ó Held in shopping centers, 

people would bring their family treasures and we would try to 

present ways for them to salvage what remained. 

 

In the immediate aftermath of Katrina, the board of directors 

met in Baton Rouge. They decided to go forth with planned 

exhibitions (including a complicated exhibition with a dozen 

European lenders that focused on the relation between St-

Domingueðpresent day Haitiðand New Orleans); to begin 

planning to document the tragedy; to form alliances with 

selected institutions; and to reach out to the community in the 

broadest sense possible. It was clear our board understood the 

important role cultural and quality of life issues would need to 

play in our cityõs rebirth.   

 

Within two months after Katrina struck, we had contacted all of 

our U.S. and European lenders about the planned exhibition on 

cultural relations between 18th-century St-Domingue and New 

Orleans. With several years of planning invested in the 

exhibition, it was a tremendous vote of confidence that not a 

single repository backed out of their loan agreements. The 

symposium designed to accompany the exhibition went on as 

scheduled in early February, 2006. Attracting four hundred 

attendees from fourteen states, it sent a strong and positive 

signal to the city and our larger communities. The exhibition 

òCommon Routes: St. Domingue ð Louisianaó opened in March, 

2006.  Some fifty-four volunteers staffed the galleries. On July 

18, 2006, the following exhibition òCity of Hope: New Orleans 

after Hurricane Katrinaó opened. It explained the topography of 

the city and chronicled how the city had survived other disasters 

throughout its nearly three hundred year life. The exhibition was 

so popular that it had to be extended.  

 

By the end of 2005, the French Minister of Culture had 

promised that two exhibits, gifts of the people of France, would 

be sent to New Orleans: the first at the New Orleans Museum 

of Art and the second òLouisiana Treasures from the French 

National Libraryó at The Historic New Orleans Collection. The 

òLouisiana Treasuresó exhibit featured items from thirteen of 

the Bibliothequeõs divisions. Many had not been previously 

displayed. The items from the French National Library were 

complimented by items from our holdings. Additionally, the 

Archives Ministry of Foreign Affairs contributed the 1778 Treaty 

of Friendship and Commerce between the United States and 

France and the 1778 Treaty of Alliance between the two 

countries. Both were unprecedented loans. While several 

Spanish institutions contributed to the exhibition on St-

Domingue and New Orleans as a sign of their support of the city 

immediately following hurricane Katrina, in 2011 Spain also sent 

the exhibition òThreads of Memory: Spain and the United 
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