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Conservation for Display - a designers perspective
Conservation vs. Design or informed compromise

Cassandra Killington, Leicester City Museum, New Walk Museum, 53 New
Walk. Leicester, LE1 TEA

Introduction
Museums provide a wealth of opportunities for designers. Each exhibition

is different from the last, with diverse and fascinating stories to tell plus
wonderful, awe-inspiring objects to reveal. It is a veritable Aladdin’s
cave. or is it? Are we placed in a straight jacket by the curators list of re-
quirements? How does designing for museums and in particular the Natu-
ral Sciences affect the design process”?

We need to look at the role of the museum and how the design team fits
into this and importantly how the roles of the museum affect our ability to

design successfully.

The definition of design according to Chambers dictionary is: To plan and
arrange in an artistic manner. So why the need for designers in a museum
environment? Because museums have a duty to display and explain the
collections in their keeping. However, this isn't the only purpose of a mu-
seum. The main function of a museum is the collection and conservation
of materials for posterity. The difficulty is that these two main functions
of the museum are in direct conflict with one another. The ideal environ-
ment in order to maintain collections is that they should be kept in com-
plete darkness with carefully controlled temperature and relative humidity
without human interference. The ideal environment for the visitors is one
in which they can view and understand the collections, in an environment
that is comfortable yet stimulating, so that they feel involved in the experi-
ence. So displaying collections in the pitch dark and asking them to rest

their lungs and stop breathing isn't going to draw the crowds in.

Role of the Designer
It is the role of the designer to assist the visitor in understanding the lan-

guage of the objects and the story that they tell, by the physical arrange-
ment and appearance of the exhibition, in a way that is stimulating and en-
joyable whilst at the same time providing a secure environment for the ob-
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Jects on display - not just from thefi and vandalism but also from environ-
mental conditions, We provide the link between the two functions of the
museum - the wish to preserve the objects and the wish to show them as
fully as possible to as many people as possible.

Compromise
Linking these functions produces a compromise.
Nevertheless, design is all about compromise and | would add to the defi-

nition of design that it is 1o plan and arrange in an artistic manner given a
set of conditions,

There is compromise because of conditions created:-

*by the finite space available

*by the budget constraints

sby the time available

*by the target audience by corporate design and other policies

*by the staff involved

*by the nature and scale of the project

* and of course the collections themselves with their conser-
vation requirements.

It should be noted that these conditions should be considered from the oyt-
set as they form the starting point for any design and are best included in
the outline design brief along with the aims and objectives of what one

How do we design?

There are a number of stages in design and production to be worked
through before the exhibition is complete.
Outline brief

Essentially - what You want to achieve,

Discussion
We like to spend time with the rest of the appointed exhibi-
tion team and in particular the project manager in order to
really understand what the requirements of the job are, Often
what isn't said is as important as what is said.

Concept

An exhibition style and a general layout are developed.
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Final design

Production

Detailed brief

Objects and text finalised,
Style, detailed layout and working drawings
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heavy. .Thcy can be highly sought after by collectors or as a schoolchild’s
souvenir. There are objects, which can be easily damaged by touch and so
must be kept out of reach from caress. Security is vital. Security doesn’t
only apply‘ to theft and vandalism, it also applies to keeping the objects
safe ?'rom Incorrect temperature and relative humidity, from damaging ul-
tra violet light and from dust and pests. How does a designer deal with
these problems without losing atmosphere?

Lets look at the problems how they can be dealt with.

Cja.'ses X this has an impact on the layout and consequently how the
visitor is paced around the gallery.

Budget - cases are very expensive. With limited budgets, all
money might go on cases and other aspects suffer as a conse-
quence. Cases can a!l be large and bulky imposing restrictions on
the layout of the exhibition and consequently how the visitor is
drawn through the exhibition.

Atmosphere - If you can't touch you are not utilising an important
sense.

L:gh‘ung -.spolligh_ts. can cause glare from reflections off the cases.
Partially sighted visitors will suffer as a consequence.

Relative Humidity - RH

If the glelew.doesnjt have a carefully controlled environment then
the designer is looking at cases where precise conditions can be

:l_mintained unless the object is on display for a very short space of
ime.

Lighting
Low levels of lighting are required to prevent rapid deterioration
of the organic specimens. It is important for a designer to remem-
ber that 50 lux doesn't stop deterioration but it is the lowest level
thfat a normally sighted human can make out form and colour
without distortion. Seeing isn't a problem to most at these levels
but creating a dramatic effect by contrast lighting has to be care-

tfuIly engineered, as humans cannot adapt to high levels of con-
rast.
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UV filters add cost to lighting, which, as mentioned has a knock
on effect to what can be produced for the money available. Asa
designer, you don't have the range of contrast lighting.

Temperature
This also has an effect and should be carefully controlled. This

causes the came type of problems to a designer as RH.

Dust and Pests
Dust is always a problem with open display and cleaning can
cause problems. Cases can of course alleviate the problem.

Therefore, do these conservation requirements act as a straight jacket? It

is the knack of the designer to turn the problems into advantages after all
they are just additional conditions to add to the long list that has already
been mentioned, To say there is informed compromise is right. We can
design the cases so that the visitor has to interact with the case. The speci-
mens have to be viewed from different angles in order to see the full dis-
play. Exciting lighting can be used to great effect. It can be used to imply
habitat and temperature. It can highlight objects of particular interest. Itis
probably one of the most effective ways of producing dramatic effect. A
stand-alone object also helps create atmosphere and can help punctuate the
exhibition thus speeding up / slowing down the pace of the visitor. By in-
cluding handling objects, the importance of the cased object is highlighted.
If money allows including associated activities and interactive add to the
experience and, hopefully, repeated visits. In addition, we should not for-
get that the specimens have lots going for them.

oThey are beautiful, awe inspiring objects in their own right.
«The largest to the smallest.

eEasily identifiable objects.

eThere is something for everyone.

Conclusion

Design is all about compromise.

There may be problems, preferred options but designers thrive on problem
solving. Whatever the topic, the task of the designer is essentially the
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me and lhe.SIory behind the exhibi-
vironment for the objects on display.

outside or a mag-

being no more no-

The Smithsonian Institution encompasses 17 museums and 10 research
centres, it cares for over 140 million artifacts and specimens. One major
problem was finding time in the busy conference schedule to visit muse-
ums such as the Air and Space Museum and the Museum of American
History. The Smithsonian Folk-life festival was also taking place on the
Mall in front of the Smithsonian Institution; this enabled us to try Roma-
nian and South African food during the lunch breaks.

The conference lasted six days, the first three were devoted to workshops,
committee meetings and tours of the host institutions and the final three
were technical sessions.

The National Museum of Natural History is an impressive building oppo-
site the Smithsonian Castle. The entrance is dominated by a large stuffed
elephant and by the smell of naphthalene!

The age of the exhibitions varies within the museum, the new Janet An-
nenburg Hooker Hall of Geology, Gems and Minerals was opened in
1997, but the older exhibitions are still interesting because of the high
quality of the material on display. Tours were available of all the main
departments and here we could appreciate the scale of the collections held
in the Museum. It was, however, incredible that in the Department of Pa-
leobiology, which contains over 40 million specimens, there is no dedi-
cated conservator.

A tour of the Museum Support Centre was organised for Tuesday after-
noon. This complex includes the Smithsonian Center for Materials Re-
search and off-site storage for the National Museum of Natural History.
Tours were arranged to look at different disciplines. The scale of the facil-
ity is impressive. It includes four storage areas, called pods, each the size
of a football field. The height of the pods has allowed mezzanine floors to
be added when required and in other areas, high racking was installed to
take out-sized palletised items. The pallets were custom-made from alu-
minium with fabric dust covers. Forklift trucks are used to access the pal-

lets.

Few people seemed to make their way to the Materials Research laborato-
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