VIRGINIA HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Collections Policy
Preamble
The Virginia Historical Society’s restated Articles of Incorporation set forth that “the purposes of the Society are to discover, procure, preserve and promote whatever may relate to the history of Virginia or the United States.”  While the inclusion of “The United States” clearly is not intended to authorize active collecting in the areas of general Americana, it is a useful reminder that Virginia is to be seen in its wider context, and that the VHS collections are not to become narrow or overwhelmingly localized.
Purpose
The Virginia Historical Society offers its members, visitors, and other users a research library, museum exhibitions and interpretive programs, web-based resources, and educational services, all of which are founded or are generally reliant upon collections that have been built since the founding of the organization.  VHS staff is charged with collecting, preserving, making accessible and interpreting materials relating to the history of Virginia and to the Commonwealth’s role in the development of the United States.  

Types of Acquisitions

The VHS actively collects materials in three general areas: 1) unique/ unpublished materials; 2) printed/published resources; and 3) artifacts/objects.  
Acquisitions are accepted into the VHS holdings first and foremost as part of the institution’s study collection—meaning that at its core the collection is assembled and maintained to support and facilitate research into the “history of Virginia or the United States.”  Additional usage—in exhibitions, educational or other interpretive programs, or web-based resources—is regulated by and subject to guidelines established by the Collections Division in line with collection management and ethics policies recommended by such professional organizations as the American Library Association, the Society of American Archivists, and the American Alliance for Museums.  

Section I

Acquisition Guidelines and Procedures
Curatorial Discretion

A large measure of curatorial discretion is exercised by the VHS’s professional staff in deciding upon items to be accepted into its collections and pieces that fall outside VHS collecting parameters or for other reasons are not appropriate to VHS holdings, all within the oversight of the President and CEO and the Collections Committee of the VHS Board of Trustees.  Acquisitions are the chief responsibility of the Vice President for Collections (regularly consulting with appropriate professional staff), who then routinely reports to the Collections Committee.  In certain defined cases, acquisitions are subject to prior approval by the President, Chair of the Collections Committee, or a majority of the Committee itself (see Appendix).  

Growth of the collections is guided by defined needs, identified by staff to fill gaps in subject areas or to secure types of materials/objects not yet found in the holdings, to build upon specific strengths of the collection, or to meet projected needs for future displays, interpretive programs, or identified research trends.  It is also influenced, however, by opportunities presented to staff, often unexpectedly, to acquire unique, outstanding or especially pertinent materials from dealers, collectors, and, most frequently, private individuals or families.  

Upon acquisition by whatever method, the essential processing, storage, care, and servicing of holdings of collections/items becomes the responsibility of the staff of the Collections Division, while access to VHS holdings is primarily facilitated by the staff of Reference Services in the Programs Division.  The Collections Division is organized into several areas based on the knowledge, training, and experience of staff and the specific needs for storage, preservation, and description of collections holdings: 1) Manuscripts and Archives; 2) Technical Services (Books and Serials); 3) Museum Collections; and 4) Conservation.  The assignment of materials to individual staff members to be processed, preserved/conserved, and described is the ultimate responsibility of the Vice President for Collections, in consultation with key senior members of the Division, who together set priorities for these various tasks, collection-by-collection.  In receiving collections pieces by whatever method, no promises are made or intended in regard to the timing of these efforts, nor to the ultimate use by the VHS of its holdings, including exhibition, digitization, or loan to other, like organizations. 
Methods of Acquisition
The VHS primarily acquires items for its collection through 1) gift; 2) bequest; 3) purchase; or 4) loan/deposit.

Gifts.  The VHS accepts as gifts items that are deemed appropriate by the professional staff.  Staff may decline to accept items that fall outside the organization’s collecting parameters; present preservation/conservation issues beyond its means to manage; potentially threaten the safety and security of other holdings or its facilities in general; could be better placed in another institutional collection; or seem to suffer from questionable provenance (see Provenance, below).

The VHS encourages potential donors to contact the Vice President for Collections or other Collections Division staff members prior to bringing materials to the VHS in order to ensure an initial interest on the part of the institution in what might be offered.  Unsolicited gifts of potential collections materials, especially those left at the VHS without prior negotiation or contact with Collections or Reference staff, may be declined and returned in part or whole; in such case, those materials that are undesired and for which Collections staff has inadequate contact information and cannot discover the potential donor by alternate methods may be disposed of at the discretion of staff per the applicable provisions of the Code of Virginia (§55-210).  

Items donated to the VHS are understood to be given with clear and unrestricted title to the physical property and with conveyance of rights to make any use of such materials deemed appropriate by VHS staff and within the confines of applicable laws.  On a case-by-case basis, in order to assure preservation when a collection or item is offered, the VHS may negotiate with a donor a limited time restriction on public access for the protection of privacy.  Such restrictions should not exceed twenty-five (25) years in length.

All items entering the collection as gifts will be recorded through the execution of a Deed of Gift or the acceptance of a signed letter or other document of intended conveyance.

Bequests.  The VHS from time to time may be the designated recipient of bequests to its collection.  If in the judgment of the President and Collections staff the bequest is unacceptable, it may be declined.  If certain items in a bequest are wanted and others are unwanted, efforts will be made to secure the wanted items and to decline the unwanted items, or to determine the VHS’s authorization to sell or otherwise dispose of or disperse those undesired materials.

In the event that the VHS is approached by a potential donor who wishes to leave items to the organization by bequest, staff will endeavor to determine the value to its collections of such offered materials, decline in advance any unwanted materials, and/or secure language in wills or other appropriate documentation that authorizes the VHS to make decisions in regard to the retention or dispersal of any such undesired materials subsequent to their receipt. 

Purchases.  Purchases are made by the Vice President for Collections within the limits of the resources annually available through budget line items or special, named funds.  The vice president will regularly consult with professional staff knowledgeable about the objects for potential purchase, and will seek the approval of the President and CEO, chair of the Collections Committee, or members of the Committee as directed by policy (see Appendix).

Deposits/Incoming Loans.  The VHS primarily accepts or solicits incoming loans of materials for exhibition purposes from other historical institutions, museums, or private individuals.   The VHS limits its acceptance of collections materials on loan for preservation or security, and will only consider such an arrangement on a case-by-case basis when there is a prospect that the loan at some future date may be converted to a gift to the VHS.  An incoming loan/deposit agreement will be completed and signed for each collection so accepted.  All loans will be for specified periods of time, agreed to in advance.   Deposits/incoming loans may be renewed or extended for additional specified periods, but before such agreements are extended, owners will be strongly urged to convert loaned materials to gifts to the VHS. 

In cases where the VHS accepts deposited collections of historic or operational records from active organizations both for preservation and for access by members and the general public, and where the location and purpose of the organization generally matches the collecting parameters of the VHS, staff will negotiate the donation of monetary funds by those organizations to support the storage, processing, and servicing of such collections while under the care of the VHS.  

Appraisals
VHS staff is not permitted to make monetary appraisals of gifts.  Items donated to the VHS as outright gifts may be evaluated for fair market value for tax purposes by an independent appraiser.  The VHS can provide donors with the names of qualified appraisers, but by the terms of IRS regulations the donors themselves must contract with appraisers and bear the cost of the evaluations.

Provenance
Under no circumstances will the VHS knowingly purchase or accept as a gift or a loan an item of any kind that its staff has reason to think has been stolen, obtained under questionable circumstances, or for which the provenance appears otherwise doubtful.

Preservation Care and Conservation Treatments
The VHS will use its best efforts within the resources available to care for and conserve (when needed) the objects that it accepts into its collection.  It will to the best of its ability place items in a controlled, secure environment that promotes the longevity and safety of each item.  Loaned items will be treated with the same basic care as are items donated to the VHS holdings, but conservation treatments will not be undertaken without the consent of the lender and without advance payment for the recommended services by the lender, and then only on a case-by-case basis as staff time and resources may allow.  

Section II

Collection Goals and Objectives 
In pursuit of the original purposes and intention of the founders of the VHS, modified by updated goals and directives developed by its successive leadership, this organization focuses on the active collecting of a variety of defined materials in broadly recognized subject areas, all of which relate to the history and culture of Virginia and its people, native-born and immigrant, to the businesses and industries that have shaped their economic and commercial lives, and to the political, social, educational, and cultural institutions that have played roles in their evolving stories.  To place Virginia in a broader American and international context, the VHS also acquires or accepts select materials relating to the lives of Virginians and Virginia families who left the commonwealth but retained ties to the state and its people; to states and localities contiguous to the Old Dominion whose own history affected or was influenced by Virginia; and to the role of Virginia and Virginians in broader regional/Southern history, national affairs, and international relations and events. 
Throughout its own history, the VHS has primarily grown its collections through generous donations of gifts in kind, has received some materials on long- or short-term deposit in efforts to preserve, salvage, or otherwise save materials threatened with loss from a variety of factors, and has made purchases of offered or identified materials through a series of restricted or general funds designated for acquisitions.  
Within these contours, the VHS currently seeks to build upon strengths in subject matter within its holdings without unnecessarily duplicating materials in its collections or amassing materials of presumably limited research or exhibition value at the expense of space for other desired or offered materials.  At the same time, the VHS actively seeks to acquire materials that fill gaps in its holdings in terms of historical events or knowledge, geographical areas within the state or segments of its population that are under-represented in VHS holdings, or pieces representative of the work, interests, or influence of Virginia’s people. 
In building and maintaining the collection, duplicates of rare books, frequently consulted volumes, or other desirable printed materials may be retained at the discretion of staff.  Unwanted duplicates or otherwise extraneous materials received with donations but not accessioned into the collection may be sold by lot from time to time as determined by staff and approved by the President and the Chair of the Collections Committee of the Board of Trustees.  Imperfect or worn copies of books and serials without associational value may be sold or discarded when copies in better condition are received into the collection.  
Although holdings are all viewed as unified as a single VHS “collection,” the nature of historic materials, their needs in terms of storage, preservation, care, and description, and the specialized nature of the skills, knowledge and experience of those professional staff who work with specific kinds of objects or artifacts has resulted in the maintenance of the collection in three general areas by type, with some fluidity between and among these sections.  This sub-division influences as well the acquisition or acceptance of collection materials by recommending the involvement of staff in such decision-making to avoid duplication or the acceptance of pieces of questionable authenticity, and to assure adherence to policy guidelines and goals.  
Areas of Responsibility within the Collection
The Manuscripts and Archives area takes responsibility primarily for VHS holdings of family and personal papers, as well as business and organizational records.  By tradition, it has also maintained VHS holdings of maps, newspapers (in hardcopy and microform), and some audio/visual and microforms generally.  Within the parameters outlined above, the VHS continues to seek, acquire, and accept materials in these categories of holdings, with special focus on such items as correspondence, diaries, financial and legal records, and associated materials of representative as well as publically recognized persons, families, businesses and organizations.  In addition, it seeks and accepts issues of newspapers and individual maps/atlases that are not currently represented in the collection.  Microforms, photocopies, facsimiles, and other reproductions of Virginia materials in other repositories or private collections are accepted into the Society’s manuscripts collection only on a limited, case-by-case basis as deemed appropriate by the professional staff.

By law the Commonwealth of Virginia exercises jurisdiction over records generated by the state and its counties and municipalities.  The VHS does not compete with official government agencies in the acquisition of clearly identifiable local, state, or national official records.

The Technical Services area handles printed materials broadly defined as monographs, serials, pamphlets, broadsides and sheet music.  It has charge of the acceptance, purchase, processing and care of acquisitions of both non-rare and rare printed holdings, generally in coordination with the staff of the VHS’s Reference Services.  The VHS’s primary focus for growth in this area is centered on the maintenance of the study collection for use by staff and patrons, but staff also seeks out and accepts standard and classic works on Virginia history and biography currently absent from its holdings, examples of the work of Virginia authors, Virginia imprints, local and family histories, travels and other writings on Virginia by non-Virginia authors, and works that reflect Virginia tastes or that influenced thought and modes of living in Virginia regardless of place of publication.  
The Museum Collections area manages four general types of materials: prints and photographs; paintings and statuary; three-dimensional artifacts; and what is loosely termed ephemera.  The VHS continues to seek out and accept woodcuts, engravings, lithographs, etchings, serigraphs, etc., as well as photographs and other images depicting Virginia places, people, and events.  Paintings and statuary that have a Virginia connection, works by Virginia artists, and works that were at some point a part of a significant Virginia collection remain desirable for acquisition.  Three-dimensional objects of interest include but are not limited to representative pieces of furniture, jewelry, historic curios, militaria, tools and other industrial products, silver and other metalware, glass and ceramics, and, to a limited degree, textiles.  Ephemera—primarily printed, paper-based items that fall outside the range of books, pamphlets, broadsides or sheet music—is selectively collected and may include invitations, visiting cards, currency, advertising pieces, and programs.  
Digital Materials 

Across these areas of responsibility, the VHS will accept digital files and born- digital materials on a case-by-case basis. It cannot guarantee display or use of the materials on the VHS website or maintenance or migration of the original proprietary/non-proprietary format. Copyright and any associated rights are expected to be transferred to the Virginia Historical Society for educational and institutional purposes along with physical custody of the electronic files. The VHS generally declines donations of reproductions of information that can be found in its original format in other collections, as well as items that are intended for donation to multiple repositories. 
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