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APPENDI X D:  CLASSI FYI NG MUSEUM PROPERTY

A

B.

GENERAL CONSI DERATI ONS

One of the basic tenets of nmuseum property nanagenent is that
the collection is organi zed according to sone rational schene
and is nmaintained so it can be preserved, studied, or
interpreted for public benefit. Cassification systens
provide the structure that bring even | arge, diverse

col l ections under intellectual control. Wth a rational
frame of reference, growh and managenent of the collection
can be planned to provide maxi num physical and intell ectual
accessibility to further the bureau's m ssion of public

servi ce.

Classification systens can be al nost as diverse as the nuseum
property being classified, and have evolved within a variety
of disciplinary contexts. No single reference can provide a
detailed classification systemfor all types of nuseum
property. All classification systens, however, share common
characteristics in that they reflect the thinking of active
professionals in the discipline being classified.

Most classification systens are hierarchial, with ngjor

di vi si ons bei ng based on the npst obvious distinctions anong
groups of objects and/or specinens. Each division is further
subdi vided into increasingly smaller units. The

st andardi zati on of discipline-specific classification systens
is essential for efficient data entry and retrieval. Each
bureau shoul d provi de bureau-specific guidance for
classifying the various collections in its custody. For
specific details, refer to discipline-specific literature
such as that listed in Appendix H  Further information on
classification is provided in Appendix A The nuseum
property survey, a mandatory report, requires that data be
submtted on classifications described in B through J bel ow.
Refer to Chapter 4 in this Vol une.

The follow ng discipline-specific classifications are

provi ded as a suggested gui deline for devel oping a bureau
classification system

ARCHECOLOGY CLASSI FI CATI ON
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Archeol ogi cal collections are those itens recovered as a
result of archeol ogical techniques, including surface
col l ection and excavation on | and or underwater. Such

obj ects may be classified according to general time period
(e.g. prehistoric or historic [in North Anmerica before and
after European contact]), material of manufacture, and
proveni ence. Oher attributes, such as manufacturing

techni ques or typol ogy, may be recorded on the catal og card.
In sone cases archeol ogi cal objects nay be consi dered
contenporary and indistingui shable fromobjects classified as
hi story or Native Anerican collections, except for the fact
that they were retrieved by archeol ogi cal techni ques. Thus,
it is the nethod of retrieval in which the archeol ogi cal

obj ects are found that separates them from ot her disciplinary
cl assifications.

Archeol ogi cal collections may be grouped by the | ocation from
which they are collected, site nunber and nane, and features
within sites. Materials collected froma particular site my
be subdi vided by the material of nmanufacture. Materi al
categories comonly include animal remains, plant renains,
stone, ceramc, netal, glass, and other materials. Each of

t hese may be further sub-divided to represent nateri al
categories identified during analysis by trained specialists.

Cat al ogi ng cat egories should be flexible enough to
accomodat e varying |l evels of analysis and identification.
Bureaus are encouraged to identify and standardi ze ternms to
be used. Such standardi zed | exi cons should be based on
comon usage within the archeol ogi cal profession, and shoul d
accomodat e regi onal variations.

NATI VE AMERI CAN ( ETHNOGRAPHI C) CLASSI FI CATI ON

Nati ve American (ethnographic) classification refers to those
contenporary Native Anerican objects made or used by or
associated with, contenporary Native Anmericans peopl es.
"Native American" refers to a contenporary Indian tribe,
people, or culture indigenous to the United States, and

i ncludes any tribe, band, nation, or other organized Indian
group or comunity of Indians, and natives of Al aska, Hawaii
and the U S. Territories. The objects usually are grouped
first by general cultural area, then by specific cultural
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groups within the area.

The generally accepted cultural areas in North Anerica are:

Arctic
Basi n
California
Cari bbean
Nor t heast
Nor t hwest Coast
Pl ai ns

Pl at eau
Sout heast
Sout hwest
Subarctic

O her areas include:

I Mel anesi a
I Mcronesia
I Pol ynesi a

The follow ng attributes should be recorded: Material of
manuf acture, function, culture of manufacture, culture of
use, and when possi ble, English and native | anguage terns
used by the cultural group fromwhich the object originated.
Refer to Chapter 3 for mandatory data fields and Appendi x M
for optional data fields.

The cl assification provided above is described in greater

detail in the follow ng publications.

Mur dock, George P.

1975 Qutline of Wrld Cultures. Hunman
Rel ation Area Files, Inc., New Haven,
CT.

Sturtevant, WIlliamC. ,
General Editor

1978- 1981 Handbook of North Anerican | ndi ans.
Sm t hsoni an Institution, Washi ngton,
DC
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Swant on, John R
1946 The Indian Tribes of North America.
Smithsonian Institution, Bureau of
Ameri can Ethnol ogy Bulletin 137,
Washi ngt on, DC

H STORY (OBJECTS) CLASSI FI CATI ON

The classification of historical nmuseum property is outlined
i n The Revised Nonenclature for Museum Catal oging: A Revised
and Expanded Version of Robert G Chenhall's System for

d assifying Man-made Objects by Robert G Chenhal

(Nashville: Anmerican Association for State and Local

Hi story, 1988 [revised by James P. Bl ackaby and Patricia

G eeno]). This classification system is wdely used by
North American history nmuseuns. Objects are categorized
according to their original intended function. The book

i ncl udes an extensive | exicon of preferred object terns. Al
are assigned to one of the following ten categories, which
are further divided into subheadi ngs.

Structures

Fur ni shi ngs

Personal Artifacts

Tool s and Equi pnent for Materials

Tool s and Equi pnent for Science and Technol ogy
Tool s and Equi prrent for Conmuni cati on

Di stribution and Transportation Artifacts
Communi cation Artifacts

Recreation Artifacts

Uncl assifiable Artifacts

H STORI CAL AND/ OR SCI ENTI FI C DOCUMENT CCLLECTI ONS

Hi storical and/or Scientific Docunent Collections refer to
docunents created, received, accunul ated, or generated by a
person or an organization in the conduct of affairs and
managenent of resources. Docunents created by the Federa
Governnent are called "records.” Certain records nay be
managed as nmuseum property under the classification of

hi storical and/or scientific docunment collections. Refer to
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Appendi x C.  Docunent Col |l ections are preserved because of
their continuing value. Archivists have devel oped procedures
for archival processing of a docunent collection that go far
beyond basic catal oging. The catalog record, however,

provi des accountability and m ni num access to the

I ntell ectual content of the docunents. Catal ogi ng procedures
for historical and/or scientific docunents are discussed in
Appendi x C. Each discrete collection within the repository's
total hol dings shoul d be catal oged separately, regardl ess of
si ze.

ART CLASSI FI CATI ON

For the purposes of Departnental classifications, art is
generally limted to fine arts and is grouped according to
the technique used to create it (e.g., scul pture, paintings,
| it hographs, and watercolors). The catal oging system may
further classify the art by tine period, style or "school,"
or by individual artist, or cultural affiliation.

Bl OLOGY CLASSI FI CATI ON

Cl assification of biological specinens is based on the

di scipline of systematic biology, which arranges taxa into
groups based on their evolutionary relationships as reveal ed
by detail ed study of pal eontol ogy, anatony, genetics, and
behavior. Starting with the nost general, taxonom c
categories include ki ngdom phylum (for aninmals) or division
(for plants), subphylum class, subclass, superorder, order,
suborder, superfamly, famly, subfam |y, genus, species, and
subspecies. The scientific nane comonly used by scientists
i ncl udes both the genus and species (e.g., Canis famliaris
is the scientific nanme for donestic dog).

Except in the case of the nbst common species, taxonom c
specialists are needed to accurately identify specinens fully
and with certainty. Collection managers should therefore
rely on | abels, research data, and classification outlines
fromscientific publications. Researchers usually prepare
their specinens for curation. |If the unit's collections

i ncl ude biological collections, it is useful to maintain a
library of field guides and sel ected scientific books for
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reference use. Biological collections are usually arranged
systematically (i.e., all specinens of a single species are
stored together).

PALEONTOLOGY CLASSI FI CATI ON

Pal eont ol ogi cal specinens add the dinension of tine to

bi ol ogy. Any evidence of life fromearlier geologic tine
periods is called a fossil. A fossil may be the preserved
remains of a plant or animal, a natural cast, or only a trace
(e.g., footprints or trackways), to cite a few of the
possibilities. The pal eontological classification systemis
the sane as that used for |iving species, but the

pal eont ol ogi cal species |ist includes many additional entries
of extinct taxa.

For docunent ati on purposes, the geol ogi cal context of

pal eont ol ogi cal specinmens is as inportant as their biol ogical
affiliations. Thus, records should include space for
stratigraphic information in addition to the biological
taxonony. Sone institutions organize their fossils by
geologic time periods, others arrange themtaxononm cally.

The choi ce depends on the nature of the collections and the
needs of its principal users.

GEOLOGY CLASSI FI CATI ON

Geol ogy coll ections may include rocks (igneous, sedinentary,
met anor phic, or fault-zone materials), mnerals (grouped by
their chem cal conposition), surface process naterials
(illustrating weathering by wind, stream |ake, marine, or
gl acial action), organic materials (hydrocarbons, resins, and
bitunmens), extraterrestrial materials (nmeteorites, tektites,
and terrestrial inpact features), and soils. Many of these
mat eri al categories overlap. The objective of the collector
shoul d i ndi cate what category is nost appropriate. A

speci nen col | ected to docunent glacial striations, for
exanpl e, would be classified as a surface process material,
even though it may be conposed of granite (an igneous rock).
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J. CLASSI FI CATI ON OF ENVI RONVENTAL SAMPLES
Envi ronnmental research may result in conposite sanples, such
as water, precipitation, air, and sedinent. To classify
conposite environnental sanples, consider the prinmary purpose
for which the sanple was collected. For exanple, if the
purpose for taking a water sanple is to study biota, then the
sanpl e may be considered a biology specinen. Simlarly, if
the sanple is for sedinents, it nay be considered a geol ogy
specinen. |If the sanple contains elenents of nore than one
classification, it should be cross-referenced in al
categories represented.
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