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1  ABSTRACT 
  Many alumni practitioners and emeritus faculty wish to donate valuable collections of slides, 
videotapes, or drawings to their alma mater. Such archives provide invaluable data for future researchers 
in our field. However, enormous volumes of archival material in institutional storage is inadequately 
housed, conditioned, evaluated, or accessed. This study reports on an on-site inventory and assessment 
of a century-old archive held in the Department of Landscape Architecture at the University of Illinois, 
Urbana-Champaign. Containing over 35,000 separate objects, its diverse categories of holdings include 
student drawings, research data, lecture videos, personal notebooks, sketches, slides, photographic 
plates, as well as specialized equipment acquired to view these artifacts. This paper describes the first 
stage of procedures for inventory and assessment of the Illinois holdings in order to prepare strategic 
priorities for future conservation actions. The project team includes an historian-educator in landscape 
architecture, a trained archivist, and a library media preservation specialist. Overarching project goals are 
to balance the optimal stability and condition of the collection with open access for students and scholars 
and, possibly, new capacity for collections growth. Based on these goals, a decision-model was 
developed to assess the collections. Using a basic spreadsheet inventory, first-stage project objectives 
were to: 1) describe the range of formats contained in the collection, 2) annotate format descriptions with 
any clearly visible content data and 3) assess evident condition of artifacts. Although this project is 
ongoing and its outcomes continue to unfold, several lessons may inform others facing similar challenges. 
There are practical, professional, and low cost ways to stabilize and protect institutional legacy; protocols 
are simple but slow and time-consuming; to protect momentum, small archives need individual 

f expert advisors and other 
University resources is essential for success; and thoughtful discussion of unit values, mission, and 
identity must guide any decision-making processes.  
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2 INSTITUTIONAL HISTORY  
  As in many other land-grant programs, the Department of Landscape Architecture at the 
University of Illinois began its existence in the College of Agriculture, becoming the Division of Landscape 
Gardening in 1907. The Division of Landscape Architecture was created in 1912, just as women were also 
being admitted to the professional program of study. As one of the founding institutional members of the 
National Council of Instructors in Landscape Architecture (NCILA), Landscape Architecture at Illinois was 
also one of the original eight programs in the country accredited by the ASLA in 1929. After joining the 
newly formed College of Fine & Applied Arts, Landscape Architecture became an autonomous 
Department in 1931. During these formative years, Departmental faculty offices and studios were 
scattered all over campus in frame houses occupied by the University, as well as in academic buildings 
still dominated by the College of Agriculture. Then, in 1995-
opened in Temple Hoyne Buell Hall, many archival elements were consolidated, and in 1998 the current 
configuration of the Department Archives was established in Noble Hall (Figure 1).  
 

 
 

Figure 1. Department archives before inventory (Sept. 2012). Photograph by co-author 
(Matkovszki) 

 
When the archives were moved in 1998, a comprehensive effort was made to inventory and 

assess the collections with data recorded on a set of floppy disks. Sadly, these data are all but unreadable 
today, and have joined the detritus of much other institutional data we generate. Obviously, an archive of 
any merit should be protected because it is rare, meaningful, and vulnerable to amnesia and neglect, but 
also because contemporary digital data unlike paper and glass are ephemeral in peculiar ways. This 
complicates the predicament that many institutions now face. The very notion of an archive raises 
interesting questions about the role of personal memory in institutional identity, as well as the 
technologies, priorities, and larger values invested in the selection of items for conservation and/or public 
access. And while these topics may trace familiar ground in Museum Studies or Library and Information 
Science courses, they have been less central to Landscape Architecture.   

In Digital Memory and the Archive (2012), the media theorist Wolfang Ernst addresses the 
emerging field of media archaology. Just like other products and commodities, stored knowledge has a 

consider the 
ephemerality of a Facebook page with the longue durée of paper, plastic, metal and glass. If we worry that 
the attention span of contemporary media is roughly equivalent to the life span of a gnat, then for those 
places that preserve institutional memory archives, libraries, museums, repositories objects should and 
still do matter. However, when any collection of objects (or data) remains unconsolidated, uncurated, or 
simply indecipherable, its chances for survival are severely reduced. Making judgments on the value of 
specific artifacts or collections is inherently political, and therefore should be a matter for governance by 
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members of the unit and the institution. Ideally, any decisionmaking as to value should involve faculty, 
administrators, and subject area experts (at a minimum) in a frank discussion of priorities, resources and 
institutional values. 
  
there is a strong relationship between the conditions of the archive and the hopes or needs of the 

the late 1950s to the early 1970s. We are witnessing a sea-change in the pace and style of their giving. In 
a May 2011 article in Landscape Architecture Magazine 
described the challenges that retiring alumni present to academic institutions. He quotes several leading 
landscape architecture practitioner

he near future (in 
Beck, 2011, p.131).  

same moment he was thinking of donating his professional library to the Department of Landscape 
Architecture. During our discussions, he brought the LAM 

 
Many alumni, practitioners, and emeritus faculty wish to donate valuable collections of design 

works, teaching materials, travel slides, and other archival materials to their alma mater and thus ensure a 
-

often depends on institutional actors and their goals, -
and care for these materials. Some practitioners are aware of the power of skillful curation for ensuring 

y to create 
the Design Workshop Landscape Architecture Archive and Digital Collection (DW, 2011). But both digital 
and physical archives will provide invaluable data for future researchers in our field and some institutions 
still vie with each other to receive the most valuable collections.  

 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Hand-tinted glass slides from the Florence Bell Robinson collection (ca. 1932). 
Photograph by G. Kesler; used by permission 

 
Massive amounts of information in any form can be a mixed blessing. Enormous volumes of 

institutional storage are occupied by archival material, much of it inadequately conditioned, inventoried, 
evaluated, or accessed. At the University of Illinois, we know we could be doing a better job. However, 
with over 38,000 discrete objects, housed in a fusty space in a building already on the chopping block for 
demolition in 2016, and with no alternative archival space in sight, what is a small Department to do?   
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were able to hire a graduate assistant for one semester. Enter Ilona Matkovszki, a PhD student in 
Landscape Architecture fortuitously trained in archival conse
Graduate School in Library & Information Science) and keenly interested in landscape and community 
informatics. Luckily, being a small Department in a big University, we discovered we had access to Library 
specialists concerned with many of these same issues. With the addition of Josh Harris, Media 
Preservation specialist, our team was now complete and, in Fall 2012, we started work.  

In conducting our on-site inventory and assessment of Departmental holdings, what did we find? 
Among other things, the Archive contains priceless hand-tinted glass slides of inter-war Chinese and 

many picturing places now destroyed (Figure 
2). We have a historic collection of nearly 1,000 flat works on paper, dating from 1914-2007, the majority 

archive of local midwestern history. Lohmann conducted an extensive typological study of vernacular town 
morphologies, with images of streets, buildings, and landscapes from communities of Illinois straight out of 
the mid-20th century also places that no longer exist. In addition to archaic surveying equipment, we 

artifacts, as are the various projectors and computers (such as a 1980s mini-Mac). In short, a rich study 
may be conducted in this archive on historic changes in both the practice and pedagogy of landscape 
architecture over the last century. 

 
3 MEDIA PRESERVATION  

The Archives & Collections Committee of the ASLA maintains a comprehensive web inventory of 
over 60 institutional archives. Held in a variety of institutions and foundations from Harvard to Berkeley 
and many points in between, these archives provide invaluable data for future researchers in our field. 
Despite the emphasis placed on community access to digital resources, much valuable information about 
institutional history still exists only in analog media. Virtually all CELA members who once taught with 
analog media have now fully embraced digital systems. For most, this transformation began in the early 
1990s with text, followed quickly by still images, projections, digital design, modeling, websites, digital 
video, and sound. As a result, most analog educational materials have been rendered antiquated and 
obsolete within a surprisingly short time. Due to the sheer pace of technological innovation, any digital 
media created during the first wave of digital technology in the 1980s and 1990s is now already useless.  

This is where the Media Preservation Program comes in. Started as a new program in Fall 2011, 
the Media Preservation Unit is the first of its kind since the University of Illinois Library was founded in 

the unit is 

video, and photographs, but encompassing other types of analog media as well (Figures 3-4). The Media 
Preservation Unit was started during a particularly economically difficult time for public universities. With 
the move to electronic collections (such as e-journals and e-books) many academic libraries slashed both 
staff and acquisition budgets tied to traditional paper-based preservation practices. Fortunately, at Illinois, 
these funds stayed within the Preservation and Conservation Department and were re-allocated to focus 
on newer disciplines such as media and digital preservation, showing campus commitment to the 
stewardship of these collections. The Media Preservation program is also an active participant on the 
steering committee of a grassroots group known as the Center for Multimedia Excellence, the goal of 
which is to foster collaboration between media professionals at the campus level.  
 The collections of the University of Illinois Libraries are recognized around the world for both size 
and depth. With the fifth-largest library overall and the largest public university library in the United States, 
resources at the University of Illinois are nevertheless stretched thin. Most preservation professionals 
understand that relatively low importance has been placed on visual and time-based media as compared 

s for the Department of 
Landscape Architecture, many other University collections are housed in repositories dispersed all over 
campus. Bits and pieces of media indexing and conservation work have been done by individual 
repositories in the past, but usually without any formal or professional guidance. 
  One outcome of this situation was an NEH-grant-funded Campus-wide Media Census conducted 
in 2011 and 2012. The goal of the Media Census was to produce accurate data regarding collections held 
across the entire university, as well as conduct outreach, education and consultancy to departments with 
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archival collections (such as Landscape Architecture). Now in the final stages of this census, the Media 
Preservation Unit has interviewed over 100 academic units, and recorded over 375,000 individual items 
held all over campus. This data will be used to create services and determine the future preservation 

 
 
 

    
 

Figure 3-4. Preservation activities at the University of Illinois Media Preservation Unit (2012).  
Photographs by co-author (Harris); used by permission 

  
  The pilot project for the Landscape Architecture Archives represents the first time a Department 
has taken direct advantage of the expertise provided by the Media Preservation Unit.  We are hoping this 
project will become a model for other units on campus, perhaps also for CELA members, to help units 
consider how best to organize their own historic assets.  
 
4 INVENTORY, ASSESSMENT & OUTCOMES 
  Inventory is a deceptively simple method within a broader research strategy called Classification.  
In this project, the team uses classification as form of measurement (counting), to recognize patterns in 
artifact types and conditions, and to address any anomalies that might signal a critical need for immediate 
intervention in terms of conservation. The classification of collections is a necessary precursor to pursue 
more complex thematic investigations such as interpretation and historical curation (Deming and 
Swaffield, 2011, p.126-128). Classification always requires a frame of reference in order to identify 
categories (media type) or variables (poor or good condition); for this project these references came from 
a system of best practices (working conve  

Assessment, on the other hand, belongs to a different research strategy called Evaluation; it is 
performed according to a rubric supported by a defined theory of value (Deming and Swaffield, 2011, 
p.174-177). Developing principles for assessment requires discernment, negotiation, and consensus 
among stakeholders as to the goals of the project and the larger theory of values that the collection might 

a set of general principles is needed to guide the 
development and implementation of preservation strategies so that efficient, accurate, sustainable, and 
enduring work is supported as well as cooperation between stakeholders, all while maintaining a 
consistent focus on the primary goal of long-term preservation" (Media Preservation Initiative, 2011, p.28). 
The Illinois project team has therefore provisionally adopted several principles initially outlined by MPI, 
ranging from timeliness and technical digital accuracy to developing effective partnerships and 
maintaining transparent decisonmaking (2011, p.29-31).  

Descriptive assessment of each item in the collection (for instance an individual slide, notebook, 
or drawing) is a relatively simple matter; compared to a 
physical integrity, visual clarity), how well did each item meet or fail to meet this standard? However, 
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evaluating the content of components and subcollections within the archive will require a more complex 
rubric that can only be developed in concert with stakeholders of the archive. This level of evaluation has 
not yet taken place. Also, shared ideas for desirable outcomes may not always be evident at first. Before 
work begins in any archival collection therefore, a Preliminary Needs Assessment must take place so 
realistic goals can be set.  

Based upon preliminary examinations by the Media Preservation Coordinator of the space and 
environment in which the LA materials were stored, it quickly became evident that some early stage 

ion could even begin (Figure 5). For 
instance, the Image Permanence Institute (based at Rochester Institute of Technology) suggests 
minimum cold and dry standards for the long term stability of many of the image types found within the 
Illinois collections (Reilly, 1998, p.30-39). More specifically, one of the largest and most historically 
important collections contained within the Landscape Architecture archives, the glass plate negatives, 
should ideally be stored in very cold storage of 4°C at 30-50% relative humidity (Adelstein, 2004, p.5). 
Unfortunately, for our archive, this is far from the reality.  

Despite the fact that the Landscape Architecture archives were held in a non-climate controlled 

thorough cleaning of the space (extremely dusty with pest issues). It became clear that the collection had 

that the collection was of substantial size, and consisted of many different collection formats (ie. audio, 
video, still photographs, flat paper drawings, etc). After further discussion, the team decided the best 
course of action was to establish a process for collecting data a basic spreadsheet inventory to 
describe the range of formats contained in the collection. These were to be annotated with any clearly 
visible content data (ie. anything written or attached to the object which provides content information), 
and evident condition assessment (preservational state, ie. any item clearly broken, damaged or visibly 
deteriorating). Using this approach, our Research Assistant was able to move efficiently and confidently 
through the data collection phase.  

The procedure was time-consuming but simple: sort all the items based upon format type; count 
numbers of assets in order to come up with numeric totals by format; record information on damaged or 
deteriorating pieces; and record very general content. From a preservational standpoint this general level 
of data (in the form of raw numbers, basic condition and basic content importance) is essential in deciding 
next steps. Several outcomes resulted from our preliminary assessment of the LA archives:  
 
SPATIAL OUTCOMES 

o       
o      Cleared surfaces are useable for future research as well as future archiving work 
o      Improved organization and sorting of archival collections  

 
DATA COLLECTION & ACCESS  

o Defined data set is created with basic collection description: [basic collection content; preservational 
state; exact number of assets by format, etc. 

o     All boxes are labeled to correspond with a number in the inventory (spreadsheet) 
o Annotated information on content of each box: [medium; number of items or folders; brief 

description of content and condition; etc.] 
 
INITIAL RE-HOUSING 

o Archival materials are now sorted by medium: [e.g. all slides, film media, audio-visuals, and LA 
magazines on the open gray shelves; all boxed paper archives stored together by the entrance; 
all computer manuals and textbooks are stored boxed up under the 2 tables] 

o     Paper media and slides neatly boxed up  
o Flat paper items moved into the flat file storage drawers (previously laying about on various 

surfaces with other items piled on top) 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL OUTCOMES 

o      Basic understanding of environmental factors and building conditions 
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o      In concert with data on media and format, we can project which elements may degrade or 
deteriorate faster than others

o      Knowing the vulnerability of the collection is vital for prioritizing funding proposals 

Figure 5. Josh Harris (March 2013). Planning for Media Preservation: A Decision Model

used, regardless of discipline or institution, by units considering an archival assessment process. The first-

further planning tasks. If the answ
and collection data. 

After conducting its inventory (basic condition and basic content data compiled as an Excel 
spreadsheet), the Illinois team next plans to prepare a Master Report for the Department and its newly 
formed advisory group. The Master Report will help facilitate further discussion and development of 
assessment goals and criteria for a long-term strategic preservation plan. With data and protocols from 
the initial inventory phase now in hand, we are ready to seek feedback for goal-setting, and to apply for 
the funding necessary for more in-depth collection investigations, to include:

o Item-by-item assessment of condition and content (at some defined level) 
o Rehousing or re-boxing to preservational standards (with repair and conservation of severely 

damaged items) 
o Improved overall storage conditions to archival standards 
o Identify collections for possible removal/relocation from archives and 
o Development of a more robust catalogue and finding aids for the archival items.
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  If the desired outcome for an institutional collection is to be available to researchers and general 
work. In other 

words, our first and main goal is that anyone should be able to access anything in the LA archives using 
the inventory. The ultimate goal is to place a finding guide for this inventory on our Department web page, 
and to share it with the ASL  
 
 
5  CONCLUSION 
  In social, economic, and cultural history, the concept of the longue durée (in English: the long 
term) signals that historical events often have root causes and end effects manifested well beyond the 
period ordinarily assigned to them. Like the landscapes they occupy, academic institutions also have 
duration and scale and rhythms, and the concept of the longue durée can be easily applied to them. Yet 
the loss of unique archival assets threatens more than institutional history, it also affects disciplinary and 
broader cultural history. According to the Task Force of the Indiana Media Preservation Initiative, this 
threat is widespread: 
 

Media archives have reached a critical point in their history marked by the simultaneous 
deterioration of unique original materials, the development of powerful new digital technologies, 
and the consequent decline of analog formats and media. Rapidly advancing obsolescence of 
playback machines, spare parts, technical expertise, tools, and formats combined with 
degradation of carriers multiplied by large numbers of archival recordings have resulted in a 
necessary race against time to preserve important holdings. (2011, p.24) 
 
Although the Landscape Architecture Archive assessment project is still evolving and its outcomes 

continue to unfold, we have learned several lessons so far: 
  

1) There are practical, professional, and low cost ways to stabilize and protect institutional legacy;  
2) Assessment protocols seem simple but need to be done thoughtfully, with a clear guidelines for 

 
3) Availability of expert advisors and other University resources is essential for success;  
4) The work itself is slow and time-consuming; when depending on volunteers, small archives need 

 
5) It is not a contradiction to say there must also be a sense of group ownership to sustain momentum and 

 
6) Thoughtful discussion of unit values, mission, and identity must take place in a deliberate manner to 

guide team decision-making processes, and  
7) If all the above can be clearly established, the likelihood of getting institutional support and funding will 

be enhanced. 
 
Since this report was prepared, the team has secured a small grant to rehire our Graduate 

Assistant for the next steps in the process to begin in September 2013.  In recognition also of the political 
dimensions of the values at stake in this process, the Department has appointed an ad hoc task force 
comprising faculty and staff to serve in an advisory capacity. This group will discuss the values and the 
goals of the Department for the Archive, and will look further ahead at ways in which the archive might be 
used, distributed, and/or reconceived in the larger institutional and professional contexts. Many months of 
work lie ahead and a constant search for additional resources will be necessary. This is a slow-moving 
project within the even slower long-term historical structures of the institution that created it.  
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