Livingston County Historical Society

Draft Interpretive Plan

June 29, 2011

I.  Introduction

This document, along with its attached appendices, constitutes an interpretive plan for the Livingston County Historical Society.  LCHS Administrator Anna Kowalchuk and consultant Christopher Clarke worked together to develop this plan, which began with their conversations in the fall of 2010, and later incorporated a series of public discussions with a variety of constituent groups, including local historians, LCHS board members, and members of LCHS.
At the outset we defined our objective as the creation of a list of stories that LCHS wants to tell and a list of the resources it might use to tell them.  Because the process of assembling this list moved forward rather quickly, we were able to expand the scope of our work to include brainstorming specific ideas for changing exhibits in the main exhibit room; creating a plan for a long-term thumbnail history of the county that could occupy one corner of that space; and laying out a projected exhibit schedule for the next three years.
II.
Planning process
In October 2010, after a September visit with Anna and Bill Brummett, I proposed a scope of work for this project that LCHS ultimately accepted.  In December I met with Anna and a group of LCHS trustees to begin the conversation about  stories and resources.  Together we brainstormed a long list of possibilities in both categories.
After transcribing the list and doing a bit of rearranging, we had in our hands a beginning “stories and sources” document that we could use as the basis for a broader public discussion.  During the months of February and March 2011, I conducted two review and listening sessions at LCHS  with a group of around 15 people, many of whom represented the local historical societies in Livingston County.  They provided a great deal of helpful input and commentary, and also submitted lists of their own ideas.
These discussions helped us to refine, broaden, and focus the ideas that we had brainstormed in December.  In April I forwarded the revised and expanded stories and sources inventory that resulted from this process to Anna.  I then used that inventory to create a list of 15 potential topics for interpretive exhibits that LCHS might consider creating, taking into account the museum’s resources and the interests shown by our public feedback group.
Anna and I discussed the completed list with a group of the trustees.  Anna then selected a small number of the exhibit ideas that seemed to have the strongest potential to meet LCHS’s immediate exhibit goals.  Anna also worked on object selection for a small, “permanent” exhibit about LCHS history that we met to discuss on several occasions.   

Ultimately we arrived at the plan components that are incorporated into this document, and which together comprise the LCHS interpretive plan.  Also, in June I was able to put Anna in touch with Scott Wood, an independent exhibition designer based in Buffalo, who has offered beginning thoughts on a scope of services and a range of costs for creating the thumbnail permanent exhibit.
III.
Description of interpretive / exhibition spaces within the museum
The LCHS museum currently has a variety of spaces that are accessible to the public.  Some of these contain collections in what amounts to open storage, while others are interpretive in according to a theme or subject, or contain objects arranged to tell specific stories.  During the course of this project LCHS staff and volunteers have revamped the appearance and purposed of the “pioneer room.”  The plan that we have developed for exhibits focuses on the museum’s main exhibit room, formerly a large, open schoolroom.  Our plan subdivides this large space into three smaller spaces:  a reconstructed school classroom (around 25% of the space), a thumbnail exhibit on Livingston County history that uses fewer than 10 objects (around 20% of the space), and a space for changing exhibits (around 55% of the space).  We have also discussed the possibility that one display case in this space could be used as a rotation display space for an “object (or objects) of the season” that could feature various categories of the collection.
IV.
Projected uses of the museum’s exhibition space, 2011 - 2015
Reconstructed schoolroom:

This space will remain a long-term feature of the main exhibit space throughout the period of this plan.

Thumbnail exhibit on Livingston County History:

LCHS will apply for a Get Set grant from Museumwise that would fund the services of an exhibit designer for the purpose of creating this exhibit.

If the application is successful, LCHS will work to create this mini-exhibit during the Fall of 2011.  If funds are not awarded, LCHS will seek the most expeditious means of implementing the exhibit within the time frame of this plan.

Changing exhibition space:

Once this plan is adopted, LCHS will begin working first on the thumbnail exhibit and then on the design and implementation of an exhibition on place names and community identities in Livingston County.  (Suggestions for this process are found in Appendix III.)  Projected timing for opening the changing exhibit: Spring/Summer of 2013.

This exhibit will remain in the gallery for approximately 2 years.  During the fall and winter of 2014, work will commence on the next changing exhibit, an all-county history exhibition featuring objects from local museums around the county and the county historian’s collection.  Projected timing for opening this exhibit: Spring/Summer of 2015.

This timetable is subject to change and will be adjusted based on staffing and finances.  At this point it is best to set goals that are achievable rather than overambitious.

V.
Potential exhibition topics based on stakeholder conversations
 Listed below are the topics I have suggested to LCHS as possibilities for exploration in the changing exhibit area of the main exhibit room.  This list is not all-inclusive, and indeed, museum staff and stakeholders would do well to revisit it occasionally in order to add new ideas and delete those that no longer seem compelling.  This list, as updated and maintained, can serve as a guide both to future exhibition planning and to the priorities assigned to different groups of objects found in the permanent collection.
[April 11, 2011]

List of suggested exhibit ideas  (based on survey of LCHS collections and discussions with trustees , local historians and other interested parties)

Most of these are listed by subject or theme -- clever titles can come later.

1.   
LC place names  / lost villages / community identities  (geography and community)

2.   
Rivers / roads / canals / RR’s /   (moving into, out of, and around LC, from stage coaches to Route 390)

3.   
The Wadsworth family, et. al.  (not exactly upstairs downstairs, but including other people whose lives and or fortunes the Wadsworths influenced)

4.   
Salt --  process; people;  changing impact of the mines and the business on changing communities
5.   
Kids’ lives -- then, then, then, and now.

6.  
LC’s changing immigrant communities, including Scots, Irish, Italian (not told), and Hispanic (not collected).

7.   
Farming and rural lives in LC / transition from rural to suburban

8.    
They made it here / they make it here  (changing nature of local productive economy; connections between lives and industries)

9.     
LC sports teams  (useful for building an audience)

10.    
People shaping--and reshaping--the LC environment  (offers an opportunity to address native peoples and European settlers and their successors in a new context)

11.
Livingston County’s five minutes of fame (locals who became famous / infamous)

12.
Family memories / objects that capture family history / my favorite ancestor

13.
All-county history exhibition -- objects from local museums and the county collection

14. 
Livingston County families then, then and now  (combine w/ #12?)

15.
Mothers and daughters    
VI.
Assessing the usefulness and relevancy of objects in the museum

           collections
For any museum holding collections, the companion piece to an interpretive plan is a collections plan.  One part of a collections plan outlines the range and scope of objects that the museum holds in its collections and the principal interpretive uses of those objects; another part identifies areas of strength or emphasis in the collection that the museum seeks to augment further.  These components are essential to the basic decisions a museum must make about which objects it intends to accept or acquire as it builds its collections for the future, and in which objects or categories of objects currently present in the collections it intends to invest its collections care and storage resources.
These calculations are particularly essential and necessary with regard to collections like those found at LCHS, which the museum may have acquired at random or by happenstance (or attic cleaning) rather than by a conscious, guided effort to collect particular items that can tell particular kinds of stories.

The list of exhibits in the interpretive plan cannot substitute for a carefully thought out collecting plan, but it does provide a useful guide for certain kinds of triage in the case of large object collections accumulated over many years of unguided collecting.  At the very least, it would be sensible to ask, when considering the interpretive value of groups of objects in the current collection, to ask whether objects in that group could help tell any of the stories currently on the exhibit list.  If the answer is no, then that object group could reasonably be accorded a lower priority in terms of the allocation of institutional resources than objects in other groups for which the answer to the question above is “yes.”
Appendices

I.
Process steps for creating a thumbnail LC history using 6-8 objects

II.
Draft object list --  thumbnail LC history

III.
Process steps for creating a changing exhibit in the museum’s main


 gallery
IV.
Draft timtetable -- changing exhibits
V.
List of stories and sources from stakeholder conversations 


 (attached as a separate document)
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May 27, 2011

To: 
Anna Kowalchuk

From:
Christopher Clarke

Re:
Process for Exhibit Planning and Implementation

I.
Thumbnail Exhibit of Iconic Objects from Livingston County

Based on our most recent discussion I believe that you have a sound working concept for this exhibit.  You will identify somewhere in the range of 6 - 8 objects that embody significant Livingston County stories or themes and the full history of human habitation in the region.  Each object will be presented with brief written interpretation that makes clear its significance to Livingston County story.  The objects will be presented in chronological sequence, and will be arrayed in front of a large photomural that presents a characteristic Livingston County landscape.
The purpose of the exhibit is to convey in very condensed form both the most essential facts of Livingston County’s history and to show some representative examples of the LCHS collection.

This exhibit will occupy a spot in the museum’s large exhibition space, and will remain on display for the long term.  It will be useful to school groups, to staff or volunteers presenting programs, and to walk-in visitors.

In order to develop this exhibit in time for opening in the fall of 2011, LCHS needs to take the following steps.

1.  
Identify the objects to be used and the story each one represents.  (This step is already underway.)

2.
Identify either an existing landscape image or a landscape view that could become the backdrop image for this installation.

3.
Determine how much LCHS can afford to spend on this exhibit project. 

4.
Identify an exhibit designer who can provide the basic assistance that LCHS will need in order to complete this installation.  That assistance would include:

-- Fabricating and installing the large visual backdrop for this exhibit

-- Determining the most attractive and most cost effective ways to present the exhibit objects and the text that will accompany them.

-- Advising on the fabrication of any exhibition components such as object mounts or an exhibit text rail.

-- Estimating the cost for creating and installing the exhibit (including the designer’s services).


I recommend that you begin your search for a designer by (a) contacting the Museumwise service agency for recommendations (b) speaking with staff at museums of comparable size to yours in the Central/Western part of NY State, and (3) contacting the exhibit design staff at larger regional museums such as the Rochester Museum and Science Center, the Buffalo Museum of Science, or the Buffalo and Erie County Historical Society.  These contacts should yield the names of some exhibit designers who do freelance work in this area.  Many of them would be willing to have a first conversation or even make a first visit to LCHS at no cost.

You will need to embark on Steps 1-4 now in order to finish this project in the fall.

A designer will help you figure out the dates for the later steps in the process, including fabrication and installation (even if you decide to do this work in-house).

You need not be embarrassed by the fact that you will have a small budget for this project.  You and the people that you work with can make the adjustments necessary to work within whatever budget you set.

You should also feel free to call me anytime for advice and encouragement. 

Appendix III.     Process for creating a changing exhibit
The steps for creating a more complex changing exhibit for the LCHS exhibition room are in essence a more detailed version of the steps for the mini-exhibit.

For the exhibit on the subject of Livingston County place names and community identities, the first and perhaps most crucial step is to identify the most important interpretive themes behind the exhibit (a reasonable number would be no more than three, and it could be fewer).  [Note: an interpretive theme is written as a complete sentence (i.e. it contains a subject and a verb), and usually describes not just something that happened but how or why it happened, or suggests a consequence of the action described in the sentence.] These themes should be written down, discussed, critiqued, and endorsed by the group of staff and volunteers who will be creating the exhibit.

The second step would be to identify objects that can represent, express, or illuminate those themes.  This exercise is similar to the one we followed in creating the story inventory for Livingston County.  If you think of each of the interpretive themes as story the exhibit wants to tell, then the question becomes, “How will the museum use objects and images to convey that story?”
As with the previous set of process steps, the next steps here are to determine what amount of resources LCHS can allocate to this changing exhibit, and to discuss the interpretive ideas and potential object selections with an exhibit designer.  The designer will suggest specific steps whereby the museum’s exhibit idea can become an actual exhibit, within the limits of the available resources.  He or she can also help you create a realistic timetable for the development and installation of the exhibit.
The creation of any kind of exhibit requires the writing of at least some text that creates a narrative and helps the viewer understand the significance of the objects and images being presented.  This text should be written in a first draft form shortly before or soon after a first discussion with a designer.  That text, in addition to a list of the objects to be used, becomes what is known as an “exhibit script.”  The script serves as a written representation of your ideas for how the exhibit will function and convey its information to your audience.  The reason for creating this document is so that you can change and refine your ideas while they are still in the conceptual stage, which is the most cost effective way of working those ideas out.  
How best to write exhibit text is the subject for a separate discussion, but help with this task is available from colleagues and from consultants like myself or the many others who now work in this field.  A substantial number of written guides and instruction books on this subject are also readily available.  

A general guideline is that creating a satisfactory changing exhibit will probably consume more time and effort than you initially predict.   Therefore, you should estimate on the high side when you create an exhibit budget and a timetable for development and implementation.

The good news about exhibits is that your museum colleagues will be generous with advice and encouragement, and can provide helpful suggestions along with examples of exhibit scripts, designs, etc. that they have used or created in the past.  If you need more structured or extensive assistance than they can provide, you will find consultants and exhibit developers like the author of this report who will be pleased to offer services and assistance within the budget that your museum can afford.
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