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"USING" MUSEUM OBJECTS
By Karen DePauw, Manager, IHS Local History Services

When working in a museum day in and day out with collections all around it can sometimes be
difficult to remember that these items are special. In our homes we use objects every day. Their
primary purpose is to be used and used up. However, objects in museums have the primary
purpose to be preserved and teach the stories of history. These objects are held in the public
trust and the public trusts museums to protect these items for future generations.

Elizabeth and Meredith Nicholson Jr. Playing with a Tea Set. (Indiana Historical Society)

Through the years we have learned increasingly more about collections preservation and the ways
to implement it to protect our collections. One of the largest threats to museum collections is the
physical use of objects by people. Wearing clothing or accessories from the collection increases
the potential of tearing and introduces damaging body oils; using ceramics, glassware, or pottery
increases the likelihood of being dropped or broken; and even using furniture can result in
breakage, water stains, or scratches.

Although it is now a widely held belief by museums that once something enters the threshold of
our collections it is no longer used for its intended purpose, that does not mean the object ceases
to be useful. Rather, museums activate their collections in ways different than initially intended.
We no longer store sugar in that sugar dish, but instead use it to tell the stories of history. The
story of tea during the Revolution; the story of the craftsman who made it; the story of trade
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with China; even the story of the slaves on sugar plantations. The catalyst to all these stories
becomes the most important use of the sugar canister. We prioritize its wellbeing above
“traditional” usefulness. We realign its usefulness with its new role as a museum object rather
than a daily houseware.

Furniture Store Interior. (Indiana Historical Society)

Furniture is the most likely type of object that continues to be used as it was intended. While we
no longer sit on the chairs, we might find it necessary to place objects on tabletops or store
things in chests of drawers. When we do this, it is important to make sure it is necessary and that
we protect the furniture as best we can. For instance, in most museum settings we still place
objects atop furniture for display purposes. By placing a piece of Mylar or muslin between the
object and the furniture we protect the furniture from being scratched. Similarly, if a drawer
will not close, we carefully figure out what is preventing the closure and negate the issue, rather
than the usual household trick of slamming it with your hip and hoping that gets the job done.

For most objects in our collections, we look past the uses they were created for and look to the
uses we are saving them for. As museums we should constantly work to actively use our
collections, but recognize that the definition of “use” changes over time. So instead of being
tempted to use a collection item as if it were “just any old thing” consider if the risk is worth the
reward. It is probably better to buy a cheap sugar dish from the thrift store to use at the annual
luncheon and leave the collections piece on display.
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