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Abstract

This article challenges a dominant narrative of conservation: that keeping things for
longer is better. Approaches common in the heritage sector, such as risk management,
support cautious patterns of behaviour that generate unintended consequences that
can create further barriers to already excluded groups. Museums control and shape
how present-day users engage with each other through their collections, but conserva-
tors can become disconnected from this process because of our concern about protect-
ing value for future unspecified users. Conservators cannot opt out of taking sides when
faced with cultural inequality, and must either accept or challenge it. Predicating actions
for unknown future beneficiaries is neither always necessary nor positive and unless we
change our practices and acknowledge past inequalities, users of the future will look a
lot like users of today, with the current exclusions as described by the ‘decolonise the
museum movement’ remaining endorsed. Creating a positive goal for conservation by
creating connections with and via collections enables conservation to contribute to
current participatory museum practices. If conservators re-position their perspective
from a commitment to extending the lifetimes of objects to extending the life-experi-
ences generated by them, they can offer a focus in which past inequality rather than
future beneficiaries becomes a determining criterion of how long we keep things. By
way of a brief overview of relevant theory, the article is intended as a call-to-action
for conservators to join debates about cultural rights, oppression and privilege raging
in and around the heritage sector.
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Introduction

Conservators have been drawn into conflict with many colleagues by posi-
tioning their role as serving the future through their relationship with the
tangible aspects of things. Conservators are often concerned with prevent-
ing predicted changes. This concern runs through conservation from small
observable acts in practice, such as the management of touch, to inconsis-
tencies in how we integrate theory into practice. This article addresses ideas
familiar to many in the conservation sector: that heritage items can have
multiple and changing meanings, and the significance of a piece of cultural
heritage does not solely lie within its tangible form. Both have conse-
quences for what this means in terms of change, damage and loss. The
future is inherently uncertain and yet our stewardship of heritage feels
driven by a sense of moral imperative to serve it, even when that future con-
sumption may never arise.! This heuristic can prevent us from serving the
now-living, and the risks of their exclusion are insufficiently factored into
conservation decision-making. Conservators may have felt comfortable in
the past in believing themselves to be neutral albeit passionate advocates
for their work, but this is a faux neutrality. One first step in addressing
this lack of neutrality must be to examine our role in relationships of
power and control and consider if our practices support any existing struc-
tural disadvantage in the wider society. The argument presented here is
that conservators can connect to wider social agendas ‘to be stewards of
heritage and shifting economic and political tides’,” with a commitment
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to more participation and inclusion only if we rethink the way we currently
integrate the idea of ‘serving the future’ in our practice and ethics.

Multiple and changing meanings

The sense that heritage does not have a fixed characterisation but one
which is identified by—and for—people is common within the heritage lit-
erature. With the first Burra Charter in 1979 it was argued that
conservation plans should be informed by an understanding of the signifi-
cance of a place.? Over the years the Australian International Council on
Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) has developed the charter and associated
guides to offer greater insights into how to determine significance. In the
2013 version its guidance identified that:

‘values may be “shared” or be distinctly different. In some instances values will
be conflicting. ... Establishing the conservation requirements for a range of
values can be challenging and tensions may arise concerning the emphasis
placed on the different values in the assessment and conservation process.’*

Other conservation bodies such as the Getty Conservation Institute (GCI)
have engaged practitioners in an examination of the relationship of
values with heritage conservation, concluding that it is only possible to
manage conservation if it is understood as a ‘social process’.”> They rec-
ommend that conservators should seek to preserve heritage by involving
multiple stakeholders in discussions of value and that they must acknowl-
edge that the ‘'meanings and functions’ of heritage can be contested and
that conservation decisions need to negotiate such societal differences.
Sanchita Balachandran, speaking to the American Institute of Conservation
(AIC) in 2015, noted that it is common to acknowledge that objects have
multiple values and meanings for different people, but that this understand-
ing remains abstract within art conservation. She argued that as a profession
we have been:

‘slow to recognize that objects are not merely a sum of the materials that they
are made from, but rather, that their “intangible” values may in fact be as
important, if not more important than the tangible heritage we've trained to
conserve.’®

Tangible and intangible aspects of value

Miriam Clavir argued in 1994 that the conservator’s duty to the physical
integrity of an object was complimented by their duty to its conceptual
integrity and that this perspective provided grounds to challenge both
‘standard museum practice and modern museum thinking’.” Her writing,
inspired by working with indigenous cultures, challenged conservators to
understand that abstract and changing meanings are things that conserva-
tors could work to conserve. Also in 1994, the ICOMOS Nara Document on
Authenticity stated that ‘all cultures and societies are rooted in the particu-
lar forms and means of tangible and intangible expression which constitute
their heritage, and these should be respected'.8 In 2005, Salvador Mufoz-
Vifas argued that if conservators approached their role from the perspec-
tive of the tangible alone, they would deprive objects of what makes
them important.” He went on to explain that as there are several truths
within an object it is a preliminary step in the conservation process to
decide which of them should prevail.'® Such restatements about values in
the conservation literature make it clear that a principle of mutuality of
respect for different values should be incorporated within a values-based
conservation practice. However, what is tangible, concrete and measurable
still remains a dominant aspect in the current conservation paradigm, and
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any review of the latest editions of various conservation journals will reveal
the profession’s comparative comfort in its focus on technical analysis and
physical intervention.

Loss, change and damage

There are many research projects—from both a technical and a philosophi-
cal basis—that illuminate that how people evaluate change may not
conform to traditional ideas of damage and longevity. At University
College London (UCL) a research group that considered damage functions
identified that the public assess damage differently according to the
context in which the object or collection was located." Similarly, within
critical heritage theory researchers have identified that any evidence of
ageing is often perceived as a quality of a ‘pastness’ which influences
how people perceive that heritage.'? Researchers have proposed that the
public’s response to wear and tear, or damage, is that tangible change
provides evidence of past use and adds validity to the thing. Such research
illuminates how a materials-based response to repair a tear or fill a loss may
offer little value in some contexts and in others may erode a positively per-
ceived quality of ‘pastness’.

Definitions of damage in the sector are quite varied but it is widely
accepted that ‘damage is non-beneficial alteration’.'® This definition
reveals ‘damage’ more as an alteration negatively evaluated by humans
rather than only as an alteration to the material status of the thing. Unfortu-
nately, these human evaluations are complex and difficult, and tie damage
to an equally broad quantity of perceived value. Value is obviously a very
human judgement, defined differently by individuals or groups, changing
over time, and can be contradictory. For example, the value of a museum
object is multidimensional and is as much derived from how it is experi-
enced as it is from how it is used. Wrestling with a plurality of changing con-
cepts and values is difficult, leaving many conservators to rely on their own
evaluation of material change as a working definition of damage. The com-
plexity and uncertainty of value and its relation to what is perceived as desir-
able or undesirable change can lead to a heuristic shortcut that mobilises a
definition of damage based on measurable effects. Indeed, for some in the
sector, such a definition may feel safer as it appears factual, quantifiable and
removed from any contradictory and changing aspect of significance and
value. So, while in many individual cases conservators will discuss the
value of patina or wear patterns, acknowledging the life journey that an
object represents, decisions to clean things to expose their ‘original’ sur-
faces are commonplace. Conservators must ask what the consequences
are of acting on ill-defined concepts of damage and loss that are justified
in terms of the benefits to be achieved in an unknown future.

Material changes are the outcomes of processes that the profession
largely understands. For example, because a fluctuating relative humidity
changes the moisture content in organic materials leading to their distor-
tion, detecting it can be an early sign of trouble. Understanding the prin-
ciple causes of these processes means that changes like distortion can be
prevented, bypassing the need to quantify it in value terms. Conservators
deploy monitoring systems to detect conditions that may cause change,
undertaken in preference to the challenging practice of monitoring
‘damage’ itself. This results in conservators undertaking some reasonable
procedures and actions: monitoring, reporting, training, adjusting. These
measures are all valid, but they can also generate a reputation about con-
servators being the people who place restrictions on a range of activities
and practices with the goal of preventing an as yet unknown occurrence.
The danger for the profession is that as our detection systems become
more sophisticated, we shift from measuring a change of state to predicting
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a change of state, evolving finally into a fear of crossing those parameters
that we use to predict a change of state. This can lead to a situation
where monitoring and managing the indicators becomes the goal, losing
sight of actual value being protected. The existence, or not, of damage
becomes side-lined and the imagined need for specific conditions, such
as 55% relative humidity, are elevated to almost mythical status.

The quantifiable aspects of this approach in preventive conservation can
be understood as attractive when managing large collections and present-
ing data to managers. This is not unconnected to the urge to categorise
value in numerical terms for the purposes of collection management.’>
This process, however, can divorce the active monitoring of, for example,
environmental indicators from the reporting of describable non-beneficial
alteration. If this results in a conservator standing in their own store wonder-
ing ‘Is my object being damaged in a way | currently cannot see but
someone might be able to detect at some point in the future with equip-
ment | don't have?’,’® then they are dealing with existential doubt that
can be managed by either following the rules, collecting and analysing
information intelligently, or consoling themselves emotionally. If, however
this translates itself into a cautionary approach such as insisting on con-
ditions for a borrowing institution that in effect asserts that ‘you can only
borrow this object if you can deliver conditions that we have no real evi-
dence that this object needs’, then this approach moves from self-doubt
to active prohibition and exclusion. By blocking a loan in these circum-
stances, it becomes certain that what is predicted, but unknown, will not
happen. However, nor will any wider benefit associated with the loan and
what appears as cautionary becomes an act of exclusion as the ability to
control environments at a mid-range humidity and moderate temperature
is fundamentally linked to climate and resources. Institutions located in
non-European climates, or those without sufficient infrastructure and
resources to deliver specific climates, and the audience they serve, will be
specifically disadvantaged. This is exclusion: the very real consequences
of a precautionary approach.

Privilege and the illusion of neutrality

1 Museums are not neutral

There is a growing campaign, Museums are not Neutral, that powerfully
advocates that we do not manage our cultural heritage in a neutral
environment.'” This is substantiated in, for example, the ‘Panic Report’ of
2018,"® which found that in the UK only 2.7% of museum, library and
gallery staff were of black and minority ethnic origins which compares
poorly with a reported 19.5% in society.'” Employment in London, where
the vast majority of conservation posts are in the UK,?° is far more accessible
to those of an upper middle class background, while the audience for
culture is made up of the upper middle classes and those who identify as
‘creatives’, rather than the working class. In the UK white people visit
museums more often than black and Asian people,?' and upper socio-econ-
omic groups more than lower,?? suggesting that museums are a resource
disproportionately consumed by a narrow and already privileged sector
of society. In the United States the picture is similar and Nina Simon
quotes from a 2008 survey that showed that ‘audiences for museums, gal-
leries, and performing arts institutions ... are older and whiter than the
overall population’.?® Although there are reports of visiting museums con-
tributing to wellbeing across the social spectrum,?* other authors argue that
the wellbeing normally associated with museums reflects their visitors
already advantaged status in society and that such ‘wellbeing’ is a diagnos-
tic of privilege rather than an outcome of their particular experience.?®
Whilst that discussion merits significant exploration beyond the scope of
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this article, it does raise the question as to whether increasing access
without levelling the playing field simply results in additional benefits
being delivered to those in society who already have access to the majority
of resources and opportunity? Museums have recognised how selective
access can operate and some have taken steps to broaden accessibility
such as with the display of Manchester Museum’s elephant in a railway
station to highlight the value of museums to the general public on an
equal opportunity basis.?® Nonetheless the point stands, if more access is
code for more advantages for the already privileged then the assumption
of the ‘essential good' of access should at least be up for debate.

In the UK, the 2011 report Whose Cake is it Anyway? was commissioned
by the Paul Hamlyn Foundation to carry out an in-depth observational study
of the way that museum professionals encourage participation by their
‘community partners’.?” A striking metaphor emerged from the study
when one participant commented that the approach of museum staff was
as if the museum and its resources belonged to the staff who then rationed
out the experiences that users could access. They described the museum
resource as a cake held by the staff where community partners queued pas-
sively to receive an allocated slice of benefit. The report concludes:

‘If our museums and galleries are, as this metaphor suggests, owned, produced
and distributed by staff to a passive public, decades of participation-targeted
investment has not hit the mark.’

This metaphor clearly positions the custodianship of collections not as
caring for the heritage on behalf of the community, but as heritage pro-
fessionals retaining ownership and control of their collection. These cases
and many others being debated in the sector underline a persuasive per-
spective that museums are not neutral, and that museum staff remain dog-
gedly in the role of the powerful dishing out access to collections to the less
powerful.

2 Conservation is not neutral

Having examined the role of heritage organisations in general the question
should also be asked are conservators neutral? Fletcher Durant presented a
review at AIC 2019 on this topic, examining a huge range of conservation
and related publications,®® particularly from North America, to expose
what the sector writes about conservation:

‘Examining our literature, our membership discusses non-White, American and
Canadian heritage and creators in only about 3% of the evaluated research,
even as we claim a mission of universality in protecting and advocating for cul-
tural property. And almost half of that small number comes out of work done
on indigenous cultural property by the teams at the National Museum of the
American Indian, the Arizona State Museum, and the UCLA/Getty program.’

His devastating results starkly illustrate how conservators publish on the
conservation of items made by the most powerful groups in society, while
typically excluding people of colour and other more diverse creators to
an extent that is significantly out of proportion to their representation in
society. If it can be assumed that the things conservators publish about is
representative of the materials that they work on, then the work of conser-
vators is as shaped by traditional paradigms of power and privilege as other
aspects of the work of their museum and cultural sector colleagues.

Even the conservation decisions we make are formed within the context
of dominant patterns of thought. The removal of ‘dirt’ is the ultimate non-
reversible process yet is the starting point for so many conservation treat-
ments, removing signs of trauma and neglect: in effect cleaning up
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Fig. 1 ‘'The Lombok Treasure’ in the Rijksmuseum (image courtesy of Aly Singh).
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history. One exhibition which breaks this pattern can be found in the Rijks-
museum, where a caption reads ‘The scorched coins and bracelets on
display are silent witness of the atrocities of war’. This caption is placed
next to tarnished silverware, with the decision on their conservation
bearing witness to a tarnished history (Fig. 1). This acknowledgement of
the interrelationship between the object biography and its material con-
dition is not unique but it remains rare that the explicitly political factors
in the conservation decision criteria are shared in a caption.

Other studies of conservation decision-making confirm that whilst conser-
vators are generally prepared to consult source/originating communities to
establish definitions of value and to shape arrangements for storage or
display, the profession offers a fairly strict hierarchy of technocracy when
it comes to input into decisions about treatments.?” The evidence suggests
that conservators tend to privilege the input of those whose expertise we
recognise. Whilst we might allow a broader range of stakeholders to help
us frame significance statements, in the event of a conflict it is all too
easy to fall back on traditional roles and symbols of power.*° Sanchita Bala-
chandran commented that conservation has tended to avoid engagement
with contemporary issues, hiding behind the ‘safety of our benches’ and
using technical assessments to avoid facing more complex social assess-
ments.>' Many in the conservation profession,®? including students and
emerging professionals, recognise this as an issue but are perhaps less con-
fident to make connections between conservation practice and the wider
decolonisation in museums movement.** As conservators are rarely
involved in the acquisition of items, selections for display, or authoring cap-
tions, many of the more obvious decolonisation practices are outwith their
sphere of influence, perhaps leaving conservators wondering how best they
can engage. Robyn Bushel argues that those involved in conservation must
address questions of ‘who should arbitrate on what is important, what
should be protected, who should be entitled or empowered to make
such decisions and through what processes’.>* She identifies that the
decision of who is authorised to speak for heritage is a privilege that gen-
erates significant ethical and philosophical concerns. Simply accepting
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that the framework in which we work is not neutral is a starting point as it
creates the opportunity to reflect on how many familiar practices may be
exclusory. Recognising that the framework is stacked unevenly means
that when operating within it, an assumption of 'neutrality’ is tantamount
to maintaining an uneven status quo.

While to many the process of conservation may feel intrinsically neutral,
even the most fundamental preventive tasks of caring for an object and
attempting to hold it ‘as is’ can be politicised by context. The decision to
keep is a political one and one that can, at times, be in conflict with its
origin- and belief-communities where the value or significance of an
object lies within its decay.?® Even when the concept of keeping as a
benefit is agreed in principle by all stakeholders, the act of retention can
symbolise a political act of acquisition. The 2002 declaration from 18
museums from North America and Europe on ‘the Importance and Value
of Universal Museums’ has engendered much debate about the rights
and roles of Western institutions in representing world cultures.*® The
declaration offers a rationale for the retention of world collections in
Western museums, regardless of how they came to be there, and rep-
resents the attempts by powerful groups of museum directors to intellec-
tually defend the refusal of repatriation claims. Within this declaration is a
telling phrase regarding objects collected under conditions that are ‘not
comparable to current ones’, with the declaration noting that:

‘Over time, objects so acquired—whether by purchase, gift, or partage—have
become part of the museums that have cared for them, and by extension part
of the heritage of the nations which house them.’

This encapsulates the argument that the act of caring for objects trans-
cends responsibility for any previous action of acquisition and justifies the
retention of objects within the institution currently holding them. It also
demonstrates that, despite conservators traditionally having no part in
the route, method or decision to acquire these items, they are institutionally
made complicit in this retention by their acts of care. This voids conserva-
tion from any neutrality as it is used as part of a rationale for erasing own-
ership.

Conservators and permission
If neither museums nor conservation practices are neutral, then the mechan-
ism by which interactions are managed deserves scrutiny. It is not uncom-
mon for conservators to discuss their willingness, or otherwise, to let
audiences physically interact with collections in a way that is framed in
terms of whether individuals are allowed by the conservator to touch heri-
tage objects or not.>” In other aspects of conservation decision-making
there is an attempt to quantify and manage interaction with objects nor-
mally related to the measurement and analysis of tangible changes. Man-
agement of light dosage, for example, considers how many ‘Just
Noticeable Fades’ should be allowed per generation, and the management
of relative humidity can be associated with dosages of damage that
describe change in terms of the lifetime of an object.®®

Conservation and access are managed either as the fair parcelling-out of
use-benefit over time or in terms of permissions granted or withheld. Per-
mission and access are loaded and socially charged issues that can speak
of power and control, therefore these approaches and their place in conser-
vation practice arguably require examination.®” To illustrate, there is an illu-
minating case study on access to the Glamorgan Archives in Wales, where
staff worked with an advocacy group, Cardiff People First, to investigate the
records of Ely Hospital, a home for adults with learning difficulties that was
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closed following investigations into the ill-treatment of patients. The
moving interaction of the group’s members with records of their own or
their family’s incarceration was recorded and made into a compelling and
award-winning short film.*® In the film the researchers involved can be
seen touching documents, and one man cries over a human rights docu-
ment that he contributed to and which began his transition from near-pris-
oner to active self-advocate. Most conservators would judge this contact as
being more important than any ‘damage’ that happens from the interaction.
We can all make such emotional judgements and intuitive responses are
invaluable, but with them comes psychological bias.*’ Given the uneven
playing field, there are compelling reasons why the sector needs to be
more adept at making strategic, systematic and consistent decisions
about access without neglecting or discarding the value of human
emotion and connection. Conservators who can consistently articulate the
place of access within conservation decision-making might then gain
more authority within their organisations to enact conservation practice
that is better aligned with other organisational goals.

Exclusion and the agents of deterioration

1 Light

Conservators value informed decision-making. In partnership with heritage
scientists, conservators have measured the impact of a range of agents of
deterioration on the materials of our cultural heritage and are able to calcu-
late exposure parameters to mitigate their alteration and change. Light
budgeting is one such example: calculations enable the correlation of
levels of illumination with visibly detectable changes on light sensitive
materials, allowing the conservators to specify illumination levels and
exposure time which will generate only one Just Noticeable Fade (JNF).*?
This entirely logical approach necessitates some sacrifice in the present in
order to share resources with the future. Unfortunately, while there are
laudable aspects to this intergenerational equity, it also results in exhibi-
tions of light sensitive materials being kept at levels of 30-50lux in which
many visitors, especially the older and visually impaired, struggle to see.
Some museums try and meet this challenge by holding events with higher
illumination: special visiting times where older and visually impaired visitors
can participate in activities on an equivalent basis with their peers.** Anec-
dotally speaking, museum staff acting with good intentions will nudge the
illumination levels down to be ‘safer’ for the objects, unaware that this
negates the carefully negotiated compromise between visual acuity and
managed fading. Even the generally ubiquitous 50lux light level privileges
those with good vision, the young and the able-bodied. If we get beyond
the assumption of 50lux, we can still ask questions about light allocation:
should the metric for the allocation of perceptible change be offered to
those in the greatest need; or the greatest number of people; or the
current and loyal users; or those who have previously gone without?
When considering an approach based on ‘rationing’ it is valuable to
reflect on who has the greatest need and who consumed most of last
year's ration.

2 Handling; pollutants and physical forces

Handling offers many forms of access. As the Cardiff People First example
demonstrates, it can offer connection and emotional meaning, as well as
offer opportunities to learn how something feels, whether it is hot or
cold, heavy or light, flexible or stiff. These sensations might integrate into
learning such as ‘can you imagine what it was like to be a Roman soldier
wearing this armour to march long distances?’. Touch can form part of
the cultural experience itself, and there are many sites and artefacts
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where kissing, rubbing or touching a particular part of an object is con-
sidered to generate luck, success or devotion. Such repeated touching
leads to tangible changes as in the rubbing away of patina or staining of
the surface, which can be seen by some to increase the value of the thing.
Given the multitude of benefits of touch it is fascinating that the ‘no touch
rule’ seems so prevalent in museums in many cultures. There are many pro-
blems associated with a ‘no touch’ culture. Touch and feel can help develop
skill acquisition, critical if traditional skills are not to be lost: by touching and
interacting with something you can investigate how, for example, a scythe
works to cut hay. Allowing or withholding touch privileges therefore con-
trols access to tacit knowledge. People with little experience of museums
and who have not learnt ‘the rules’ can be perceived by staff as more threa-
tening than established visitors,** resulting in the uninitiated being less
welcome than the well trained. Another problem is that while some are
allowed to touch (the conservator, for example) this privileged access rep-
resents their elite and powerful status in contrast to those outsiders con-
sidered less skilled or less valued. Managing touch is another example of
enforcing privilege and exclusion and conservators and others need to
reflect on what exclusions are embedded within their habitual work.

3 Dissociation

A wider perspective on damage or loss in value can be created by focussing
on the one ‘Agent of Deterioration’ which addresses intangible change, dis-
sociation. Described as the only ‘metaphysical’ agent of deterioration, dis-
sociation relates to loss of either things or information about things; it
defines the problems that arise when things become disconnected to infor-
mation that provide them with meaning.*> Yet how well do cultural heritage
institutions manage the continuity of meaning as well as maintaining the
continuity of something’s physical condition? Imagine the following scene
in a museum displaying an omnibus from 1912. The bus is gleaming: it
looks clean, all the paint is there, the upholstery and fittings are intact,
there are no scratches, barely a fingerprint. At some level the bus is un-
damaged. Yet it is sterile, looking like it has never been outdoors, never
leaked oil, never smelt of passengers eating chips, never been raced
home at the end of the day to finish a shift. Such ‘clean’ representations
strip the object of its meaning and raise the question of whether stripping
such associative meanings is possibly one of the most significant forms of
damage? On how many occasions does conservation profess to protect
meaning but in practice protect only physical integrity? Is the shortcut of
protecting ‘original material’ for the future disguising a decision-making
process that avoids the complex and contradictory aspects of value? Is it
time to rethink the assumptions underpinning conservation decision-
making?

Risk management and endangerment

The approaches and tools currently available to conservators to systemati-
cally manage change to avoid unnecessary loss of value encourage them to
focus on what might go wrong in the future. Using risk management, the
sector has made great progress in being better organised, presenting evi-
dence-based solutions and seeking out new forms of data. Risk manage-
ment inevitably means conservators are managing risks, which is a very
short step from becoming responsible for those risks. The profession’s
concern for the careful management of change results in the situation
where it often falls to the conservator to articulate the negative conse-
quences of some activity rather than the one considering the activity in
terms of the opportunities it presents for learning, self-actualisation or
fun. This ‘Casandra’ approach of warning of impending doom can only
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lead to two possible and equally undesirable outcomes.*® Either we achieve
grim satisfaction and association with negative outcomes when they occur,
or we experience a reduction in credibility if the predicted negative conse-
quences do not manifest themselves. This association with the problematic
is a difficult position from which to manage effective advocacy and perhaps
sometimes conservators may be better advised to say nothing when they
can predict a problem while knowing they are unlikely to be able to
prevent it. Predicting and becoming associated with negative outcomes
arguably inhibits the ability to form partnerships to rectify any problems
that do then materialise, and speaking at the annual AIC conference in
2019 Rebecca Fifield cautioned:

‘When we position ourselves by developing working attitudes of “we know
you are going to screw up your job, that's why this field exists and | like to
show off mad skilz/equipment” we are almost heading off that potential for
workable relationships.’*

The risk management approach that currently dominates preventive con-
servation decision-making consistently drives conservators into narratives
of ‘endangerment’.*® This term encapsulates the framing of heritage as
being inherently vulnerable, underlining the belief that use damages collec-
tions, with this assumption provoking the conclusion that it is the conserva-
tor's role to prevent loss by policing interaction.

Privilege and lifetimes

It is not uncommon within conservation to discuss the concept of life-
times.*? Conservation can be characterised as the act of extending the life-
time of an object where ‘the primary goal of preservation is to prolong the
existence of cultural property’.>° This is a near default assumption that there
is a fundamental good in keeping things longer. The practice of conserva-
tion, of slowing the rates of decay and extending the useable life of an
object, can be represented on a simple diagram of value and time
(Fig. 2). Conservation success can then be represented as the additional life-

Value

The Zone of the
conservator

>
Time
Arrows represent different rates of the loss of value over time

Fig. 2 Diagram of loss in value over time. The red and yellow arrows represent the relationship
of value and time. The red arrow shows loss in value over a shorter time and the yellow arrow
represents a longer period before the loss in value is experienced, representing the conserva-
tor’s input.
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time of something that the conservation measure creates, extending the
time before unacceptable loss in its value occurs. This description of conser-
vation ‘success’ separates conservators in organisations from their col-
leagues because it delivers benefits for the future, while those colleagues
deliver benefits for everyone in the present.

To illustrate this point, in the UK, English Heritage's (EH) strategic plan
offers four commitments, two of which are around conservation and inspi-
ration. It is interesting to compare the language used to characterise
these two goals. The headline commitment for conservation is:

‘we’ll make sure our historic sites and artefacts are expertly cared for so that
they can be enjoyed by future generations.’

For the ‘inspiration’ goal, EH state:

‘we'll create inspiring and enjoyable experiences for everyone. We'll do this at
our sites, online and in print, enabling people of all ages to share in and pass on
the story of England.”’

If conservation practice is committed to some future benefit, then a conflict
is set up with other agencies in the sector to the detriment of serving the
present. Sarah May's concept of endangerment suggests that we describe
the value of cultural heritage in terms of the threats to its existence, result-
ing in all engagement with it being constrained by the inherent pessimism
that something will be lost.>? Conservators know that some aspects of use
will lead to loss, and the concept of a ‘just noticeable fade’ embodies this,
but the profession operates as if the longer it takes for a loss to occur the
better managed the preservation has been. Yet all participation relating
to culture heritage will lead to change. Does conservation’s commitment
to extending the lifetimes of things pin us to an outdated perspective
where access and preservation are in conflict? Such an approach will set
conservators at odds with the goals of their colleagues, placing them
outside the missions and values of their institutions. If we build our collec-
tion management strategies on the idea that future users are more valuable
than present-day ones, is it any surprise we appear to be the ‘nay-sayers’
within our organisations?

The conservation profession must scrutinise the idea that keeping things
longer is inherently better. Conservation is a young profession so conserva-
tors in long-established institutions have, until recently, had the luxury of
inheriting collections where the most fugitive items have already decayed
or been disposed of, meaning the collections that conservators were
charged to preserve were generally more resilient. In contrast, museums
undertaking contemporary collecting make acquisitions that are un-
affected by the tests of time and from the moment the objects are acquired
conservators become responsible for their preservation. This presents fresh
practical and conceptual challenges.

Within the cultural heritage sector things in collections may have little
substance, or be more about creating ephemeral sensations or experiences,
with no fixed material iteration rather recreated or repurposed around con-
cepts more than things.>* Collected items from contemporary art to indus-
try can be vulnerable, conceptual or consume themselves. Some materials,
constructions or media cannot survive very long because of their compo-
sition, design or purpose. Some things were created with the intent that
they will decay and to fail to recognise and respect that decay is to fail to
conserve an integral part of their value. Some artefacts being considered
for conservation exist only in the present,>> while for others use is part of
their value and so using them is the most ethical way to conserve them.
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It is time to move away from conservation existing as a service to the
future. Some conservators of the present are already engaging with the
ephemeral and trying out approaches that integrate the temporary. The
‘longest lifetime’ approach to conservation is much more problematic,
and possibly even irrelevant, for things like time-based media where art
works exist in dormant, active and installed conditions or where the lifetime
is a specification of the art piece itself. Although contemporary art has pre-
sented recent specific challenges, the concepts such art represents have
existed for conservators for many years. For example, decisions about the
use and activation of an item could be seen to apply to many mechanical
and industrial items such as a coal mining pit head gear, where the perform-
ance of raising and lowering the cage is more important than the retention
and reuse of any individual component.>®

The examples raised here demonstrate how there are many implied cul-
tural assumptions when we talk about sharing benefits with the future. A
conservation strategy that assumes there is virtue in keeping something
for an unknown future is flawed and change is needed if we are to increase
the diversity of our present-day users.”” Unless the scope of what conserva-
tion does changes drastically, users of the future will look a lot like users of
today, predominantly white privileged, educated, Western, well-resourced

and able-bodied.

A new paradigm: life-experiences

In a complex world people make social connections of different intensities
and with different relational meanings and this can be theoretically rep-
resented as a pattern of networked nodes (see Fig. 3). Museums and
similar heritage sites are places where visitors make interpersonal connec-
tions, and this theme of ‘connection through cultural consumption’ helps
to understand how museums are a people-orientated social context.>® By
engaging with ideas of social consumption we can frame the museum
experience as one where visitors seek social connection during their visit
with objects and collections acting as the connectors that enable communi-
cation between nodes of people and wider communities. Nina Simon chal-

Fig. 3 Complexity of relationships between people and communities represented in a fictional
social network diagram. CC BY 3.0, Darwin Peacock, Maklaan.
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lenges us to think of museum objects themselves as being ‘social’ and to
consider value in terms of their ‘ability to spark conversation’, which sup-
ports the description of the value of an object not only residing in the tan-
gible thing but in its intangible ability to mobilise new interpersonal
relations.>’

Following this logic, can we reconfigure the rhetoric of conservation so
that it is preservation of those connections that underpins our ethical
duties? And when conservators manage risk in a traditional way, are they
cognisant of how they can damage the delicate filaments of connection
in order to privilege physical continuity? Conservation can shift its core
approach from extending lifetimes to managing the care of life-experiences
by recognising how we can value the learning, experience and emotions
that come from museum collections. Conservators can then work to
ensure that people have access to these experiences without making any
assumption about the value of future users over current users. Such a
change would also underline that access should mean more than across
temporal domains but also across cultural, racial, economic and social
ones too.

By moving from managing lifetimes to managing life-experiences, con-
servators would be liberated to work with collections that are intrinsically
ephemeral. The move to accept life-experiences on equal terms with life-
times would create a rationale from which to measure and describe how
the conservator contributes to carefully managed access and still delivers
benefits for users. It creates an opportunity to assert ‘this object has two
decades left at most so let us work out how we enjoy it best now’ and
deliver care more strategically by then asking, for example, ‘what
memory of it can we keep afterwards'? The move also enables conservators
to recognise and respond to the fact that heritage is ‘blurred, converging
and transformed by contemporary movements and mobilities’.*° As many
societies are challenged by a profound rejection of the continuation of
past discrimination to revisit the evidence of that past, we can question
what and how its tangible remains should be presented, interpreted and
even retained. It is vital that conservation’s ethics are able to respond to
the convergences and transformations taking place within the societies in
which it operates.

This ‘conservation for life-experience’ perspective allows conservators to
rethink the ‘longest lifetime’ paradigm. Some communities express their
frustration that this approach of keeping things longer for more (of the
same) people to experience them is considered more important than the
life-experiences of those who have a more intense, personal connection
with them:

‘What he [the anthropologist] collected, he took elsewhere. It is not in the
Museum India Vanuire. So, this is our struggle ... As we managed to start our
own museum [Wowkriwig Museum], and god willing, we will be able to build
it the way we planned, we want our objects back. They belong to our
people. So, he [the anthropologist] has to return them. Because they do not
belong to him. That is ours. It is gold. Of our people.”®’

Informed decisions

People working in heritage are just as affected by heuristic decision-making
biases as anyone else. Any occurrence that is predicted to result in a
reduced lifetime will be experienced as a loss and will inevitably generate
concern. Even if we compare this loss with the benefits that may be gener-
ated, our loss aversion bias will ensure that such tangible change losses are
felt more significantly than the access gains.®®> If we can reframe the
problem to avoid a presumption of loss (to possible future users) then it
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will be possible to minimise the impact of this bias. Revisiting Fig. 2 in this
article we can decide that adding more life expectancy need not be the only
goal or criteria for judging the success of conservation.

Use benefits from collections are varied: they can range from the learning
that can be derived from engaging visibly or via tactile interaction or the
inspiration that might arise from perceiving the item or the wonder or pri-
vilege drawn from encountering it. Institutions gain benefits from the use
of objects in blockbuster exhibitions, handling collections or for scientific
research. Use benefits can exist both now and in the future, and in recog-
nition of this the graph can be redrawn by adding another vector of
‘success’. Taking the two-directional Value/Lifetime graph and representing
it as a tri-directional Value/Lifetime/Life-experience graph will help conser-
vators and their colleagues to conceive of—and represent—decisions
about an item’s use on a more equitable basis.

In this tri-dimensional representation (Fig. 4), giving access to generate
more life-experiences can be portrayed as a positive outcome ensuring
that any conservation measures implemented in this process contribute
to, rather than conflict with, the outcome. In this simple act, accepting
that extending benefits to different users, and offering greater benefit to
current users, is not inherently more or less valuable than extending those
benefits to future users.®®> While the imperative remains for conservators
to define and manage the rate of loss an item suffers, the model simply
removes the temporal insistence that benefits must exist in the future.
The use-benefit has the potential to have equivalent or greater value
in the present than if retained for an unknown future. We can shift
our ethical rationale to managed change for a range of users including
those of the present for whom lack of access has been a measure of their
exclusion.

Value

>

Arrows represent different rates of the loss of value over time

Life times

Fig. 4 Diagram of value, time and experience showing both as positive outcomes. The yellow
arrow shows the relationship of value and object lifetime to represent how conservators
manage loss in value over longer lifetimes. The purple arrow represents the additional dimen-
sion life-experiences and the red arrow represents managing loss in value over increased life-
experiences.
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Case studies

Conservation decisions are always made in a context where the task of pres-
ervation will be informed by a significant range of variables. Two case
studies will illustrate how privileging the possibility of increasing life-experi-
ences over the traditional ‘longer lifetime’ approach might help influence
change in the decision-making process.

1 Hoa Hakananai‘a

This case study arises from a tweet from educator Alice Proctor about an
interaction within an exhibition in the British Museum between visitors,
the basalt ancestor figure Hoa Hakananai’a and museum staff.** Someone
had left gifts for the sculpture and the museum staff had put a Perspex
box over them. This was described by Proctor on Twitter as ‘pinning live
culture’.®®> Another perspective might have been that this action was the
result of a risk assessment by a considerate conservator who understands,
for example, the agents of deterioration, and sought to mitigate risks
from pests and contamination using a classic tool of preventive conserva-
tion, a clear plastic box. The progress we have made from a time when
the gift might simply have been swept away is welcome, but does the
outcome mediate between the museum’s needs and the concerns of
whoever left the gifts? Or is it just a mediation of the agents of deterioration
without a real integration or understanding of the object and its associative
meanings? Was the risk of such dissociation included in the risk assessment?
The challenge of dissociation takes a ‘universal museum’ into difficult terri-
tory as discussions around the meaning of such objects with stakeholders
will inevitably lead to the expression of concern that the act of placing it
in a museum and removing it from its created landscape has already
destroyed its spiritual value.®® In terms of longevity a museum, especially
one as carefully managed as the British Museum, will offer the best preser-
vation conditions for many lifetimes of access. However, if the benefits are
framed in terms of life-experiences, the quality of the experience of this
object in the museum as one of thousands of objects encountered in a
single visit may measure less strongly against the benefits of its return to
a location for which it was designed in an area populated by a people
with the closest emotional and spiritual connect to the artefact, for whom
the object 'is gold’. Offering life-experiences as a goal for conservation is
radical and fundamentally disruptive to the aims of any universal museum.

2 Banksy

The UK street-artist ‘Banksy’ made what was claimed to be his first artwork
in Wales, in the industrial town of Port Talbot. The art appeared on the
corner of a breeze-block garage in a residential area. Approaching from
the road the art appeared to show a small child looking excitedly
upwards into snow, appropriate for Christmas, the time of its creation.
Walking around the corner exposed the source of the ‘snowflakes’ as ema-
nating from a pollution-generating brazier. The art appeared overnight and
on the first day that tolls had been removed from the bridge between the
artist's hometown and South Wales. As soon as it appeared two things hap-
pened: people flocked to see it, and the discussion started about how to
‘save’ it. The public debate was framed purely in terms of ‘saving it' by
removing it to a gallery, and where would that gallery be? Journalists, the
public and the by then very stressed garage owner made ready assessments
of the threat from various agents of deterioration. The risk from physical
forces was high, the high level of contaminants/pollution locally as ident-
ified by the artwork itself, the rainy environment, and the danger of theft
all featured very high. In lifetime terms a (careful) removal of the work to
a gallery would inevitably extend its tangible qualities long into the
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Dimensions of Authenticity

Location and Setting  Forms and Design Use and Function Immaterial Qualities
= Place = Spatial layout = Uses(s) = Artistic
= Setting = Design = User(s) expression
= ‘sense of place’ = Materials = Associations = Values
= Environmental = (Crafts = Changes in use = Spirit
" niches = Building over time = Emotional impact
i = Landforms and techniques = Spatial = Religious context
a vistas = Engineering distribution of = Historical
< = Environs = Stratigraphy usage associations
= Living elements = Linkages with = Impacts of use * Sounds, smells
= Degree of other properties = Use as a response and tastes
dependence on or sites to environment = Creative process
locale = Use as a response
to historical
context

Fig. 5 The Hoi An protocol dimensions of authenticity (UNESCO).

future. Yet within the public debate there was little acceptance of other fea-
tures, which are useful to draw out with the help of UNESCO'’s Hoi An pro-
tocol which sets out a table of dimensions of authenticity (Fig. 5) that
characterise other less tangible aspects of value.®’

The emotional impact is of a child exposed to pollution—pollution so
bad it seems that art work cannot be left in it—and there are specific his-
torical associations that connect the art to the removal of the bridge tolls
and to Christmas, with the viewer standing at the garage connected to
the sounds, smells and tastes of the pollution. The spatial layout creates
the startling truth when approached from the road. The art was designed
around the garage, and it depends on the location and vistas to underpin
its commentary on life in Port Talbot. Each of these qualities would be com-
promised by removal to a gallery, and in fact it was removed and to date
has not reappeared in the public sphere. The benefits of keeping the
work in situ for consumption by the thousands of visitors was not con-
sidered sufficiently valuable compared to the aspiration to keep for an
unspecified future. This is particularly frustrating as many of these visitors
exactly match audience-profiles described as being ‘hard to reach’ but
who clearly had no difficulty in reaching art when it was placed in their
daily context, free to visit and without the rules and conventions of
gallery visiting. The possibility of any more of these life-experiences has
now ended and they were never really quantified. The question posed else-
where by Cornelius Holtorf, ‘can the consumption and use of heritage for
present benefits be more important than its preservation for the future?’
was not addressed.®®

Conclusion

My ambition for conservation is to place more emphasis on preventing the
agent of deterioration ‘dissociation’ and to work harder to reduce the risk of
stripping intangible value and meaning from our heritage. There is no auto-
matic ethical requirement for conservators to keep things as long as poss-
ible, and we should stop talking in those terms. Life-experiences should
be of equivalent concern as ‘longer lifetimes’ because it is the way that
objects connect people that creates their value. The act of preserving con-
nections between people and communities that cultural heritage enables
should become the default. Protecting life-experiences could be integrated
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easily into our existing ethical frameworks and could underpin a shift to
work towards ‘a more pluralistic, divergent, community centred pro-
fession’.®?

Conservators can express a ‘use it and enjoy it' narrative confidently
without undermining any other messages. A conservator’s ethical duty
should be re-positioned in terms of devising strategies to help deliver activi-
ties with the minimum unnecessary negative consequences and by ensuring
concepts of loss include both tangible and intangible aspects. Potential
beneficiaries in the future should not be offered higher consideration
than those excluded from access to heritage in the present-day.

| believe that if conservators are to have an effective presence in the
wider cultural and creative sectors, they need to share their mission and
value-statements more carefully. For many organisations, their mission
aims to build museums as social spaces supporting connectivity and
acting to bring together individuals and communities. My concern about
conservation’s disconnection from this mission interrelates with my con-
cerns about the lack of diversity both within the profession and the audi-
ences conservation serves. The arguments presented here are meant to
stimulate and develop conservation thinking on issues of what conservation
does and who it does it for, adding a small nuance to our narratives and
apparently virtuous desire to keep things longer. If access to cultural heri-
tage is to be shared and not remain the prerogative of the privileged, con-
servators must examine their role in the expression of power and control
over access masked by the current privileging of the future condition of
objects over the present risks of dissociation. The cultural heritage is not
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ours; it is theirs. It is not our cake to box up nor to give away.
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Résumé

«Au-dela de la durée de vie : qui excluons-nous lorsque nous conser-
vons les choses pour 'avenir?»

Cet article remet en question un crédo dominant en conservation: il
vaut mieux garder les choses plus longtemps. Les approches habi-
tuelles dans le secteur du patrimoine, telles que la gestion des
risques, soutiennent des modéles de comportements prudents qui
générent des conséquences inattendues pouvant créer des
obstacles supplémentaires pour des groupes déja exclus. Les
musées contrélent et faconnent la facon dont les utilisateurs
actuels interagissent les uns avec les autres a travers leurs collec-
tions, mais les conservateurs peuvent se couper de ce processus
en raison de leur préoccupation de protéger la valeur pour de
futurs utilisateurs inconnus. Les conservateurs ne peuvent pas
choisir de ne pas prendre parti face a l'inégalité culturelle et
doivent soit |'accepter, soit la contester. Prédire des actions pour
de futurs bénéficiaires inconnus n'est ni toujours nécessaire ni
positif et a moins que nous ne changions nos pratiques et que
nous reconnaissions les inégalités du passé, les utilisateurs a venir
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ressembleront beaucoup aux utilisateurs d'aujourd’hui, avec les
exclusions actuelles restant a assumer telles qu’elles sont décrites
par le mouvement « décoloniser le musée ». Définir un objectif
positif pour la conservation en créant des liens avec et via les collec-
tions permet a la conservation de contribuer aux pratiques muséales
participatives actuelles. Si les restaurateurs revoient leur perspective
non plus d'un engagement a prolonger la durée de vie des objets
mais a étendre des expériences de vie offertes par eux, ils
peuvent offrir une perspective dans laquelle I'inégalité passée
plutét que les futurs bénéficiaires devient un critére déterminant
de la durée de conservation des choses. Grace a un bref apercu
de cette théorie, I'article se veut un appel a I'action pour que les con-
servateurs se joignent aux débats sur les droits culturels, I'oppres-
sion et les privileges qui font rage dans et autour du secteur du
patrimoine.

Zusammenfassung

.Jenseits der Lebenszeit: Wen schlieBen wir aus, wenn wir Dinge fur
die Zukunft bewahren?”

Dieser Artikel stellt eine vorherrschendes Thema der Bestandserhal-
tung in Frage: dass es besser ist, Dinge langer zu erhalten. Gangige
Ansatze im Bereich des Kulturerbes, wie z.B. das Risikomanagement,
unterstiitzen vorsichtige Verhaltensmuster, die die unbeabsichtigte
Folge haben, weitere Barrieren fiir bereits ausgeschlossene
Gruppen zu schaffen. Museen kontrollieren und formen, wie
heutige Nutzer durch museale Sammlungen miteinander
umgehen, aber Restauratoren kénnen sich von diesem Prozess
abgetrennt sein, weil wir uns um den Schutz der Werte fiir zukinf-
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tige, nicht naher spezifizierte Nutzer sorgen. Restauratoren kénnen
sich nicht dagegen entscheiden, Partei zu ergreifen, wenn sie mit
kultureller Ungleichheit konfrontiert werden, und miissen sie entwe-
der akzeptieren oder sich ihr stellen. Es ist weder immer notwendig
noch positiv, MaBnahmen fur unbekannte kiinftige Nutzer vorzus-
chlagen, und wenn wir unsere Praktiken nicht &ndern und die
Ungleichheiten der Vergangenheit nicht anerkennen, werden die
Nutzer der Zukunft den heutigen Nutzern sehr &hnlich sehen,
wobei die derzeitig Ausgeschlossenen, wie sie von der “Entkolonia-
lisierung der Museumsbewegung” beschrieben werden, weiterhin
ausgeschlossen sein werden. Die Festlegung eines positiven Ziels
fur die Bestandserhaltung durch die Schaffung von Verbindungen
mit und Uber Sammlungen ermdglicht es ihr, zu den gegenwartigen
partizipatorischen Museumspraktiken beizutragen. Wenn Restaura-
toren ihre Perspektive von einer Verpflichtung zur Verléngerung
der Lebensdauer von Objekten auf die Verlangerung der durch sie
erzeugten Erfahrungen umstellen, kénnen sie einen Schwerpunkt
bieten, bei dem die Ungleichheit der Vergangenheit statt der
zukiinftige Nutzer zu einem entscheidenden Kriterium dafir wird,
wie lange wir Dinge aufbewahren. Mit einem kurzen Uberblick
Uber die relevante Theorie ist der Artikel als Aufruf an die Restaura-
toren gedacht, sich an den Debatten Uber kulturelle Rechte, Unter-
driickung und Privilegien, die im und um den Sektor Kulturerbe-
herum witen, zu beteiligen.

Resumen

“Muchas vidas mas alla: ja quién excluimos cuando guardamos
cosas para el futuro?”

Este articulo desafia una narrativa dominante en conservaciéon de
que cuanto mas tiempo se mantengan las cosas es mejor. Los plan-
teamientos como la gestion de riesgos son usuales en el sector del
patrimonio promoviendo patrones cautelosos de comportamiento,
y generando consecuencias improvistas que crean obstaculos para
grupos ya excluidos. Los museos controlan y conforman cémo se
relacionan los usuarios contemporéaneos a través de sus colecciones.
Sin embargo, los conservadores podemos desconectarnos de este
proceso debido a nuestra preocupacién por proteger el valor para
unos futuros usuarios indeterminados. Los conservadores tienen
que tomar partido cuando se enfrentan a la desigualdad cultural y
deben aceptarla o desafiarla. No siempre es necesario predecir
acciones para futuros beneficiarios desconocidos ni tampoco es
positivo; y, a menos que cambiemos nuestras practicas y reconozca-
mos las desigualdades pasadas, los usuarios del futuro se pareceréan
mucho a los usuarios de hoy, incluyendo actuales exclusiones descri-
tas en los temas del movimiento ‘descolonizar el museo’. La conser-
vacion puede contribuir a las practicas participativas actuales de los
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museos, generando objetivos positivos para la conservacién med-
iante la creacién de conexiones con y a través de las colecciones.
Si los conservadores reposicionan su perspectiva desde un compro-
miso de extender la vida Util de los objetos a extender las experien-
cias de vida generadas por ellos, podrian ofrecer un enfoque en el
que la desigualdad pasada, en lugar de los futuros beneficiarios,
se convierte en un criterio determinante de cuanto tiempo guarda-
mos las cosas. Junto a una breve descripcién de la teoria relevante,
el articulo pretende ser una llamada a la accién para que los conser-
vadores se unan a los debates sobre los derechos culturales, la opre-
sién y los privilegios sufridos dentro y alrededor del sector del
patrimonio.
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