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*x.erjence with the fational Inventory Programme of Canada

Thoras i, Loy fritish Celumbia Provincial wuseum
Victoria, R.C. Canada

In 1974 1 hao the opportunity to report upon computer Usadyge
1n  thte r©provirce ot bhritish Columbia Canada, At that time, the
maip uise was seen in artifact analysls == orincipally the use of
clusterinn vased ypon siailarity/distance matrices, The problems
adaressed .ere fundamental ones; the establishment ot cultural
sequences ana the Investigation ot {inter- and {ntrasite
variation, Ir addition, the Yational 1Inventory of collections
was Just beginnina and my museum had opted to convert its
collectiens recerds jnto that system, e believed at the time
that our collections were relatively well docunented, and that
the syster touted by the rational Inventory System was sultable
to our needs.

e r.ave subsequently learned that our collections’ data were
arpallirg, &ano that the simplistic view we took ot our computer
needs was onlv the tip of the fceverg, During the past B8 vears
Py ailvision nas heen working toward the full recataloguing ot our
existins 170,000 artifact collection, To date we have 70,000
records on tine and another 20,000 records to be entered into the
syster ~urinag the next year, Nuring the process of
recataloauir?, «e also eabarked on a total reinventory of our
collections,

The main problem at the beainning 1lay in the varjety ot
cataloaues <created over the years by numerous registrars, 1In
addition to our need to standardize our own records, there was a
need to adree upon data standards on a national basls, 0Over a
three year perjod a set ot national standards was drawn up by a
ranel of archaeologists and museum curators. These standards
concern the wmain headinos and comprise 67 difterent types of
infornation wnelievea to be neeted to completely describe an
eycavated artifact, Specific to our collection, a set ot
stannaros tor data relating to eacn entry neading was created. A
dictiorary of terms was establisned and & syntax and grammar
created for the orderly use ot these terms, The terms specific
to the description ot artifacts were chosen to reflect morpholoay
ari not attributed tunction, these terms were derived fror
accented and meaningful names in use in British Colurbia
archaeology, and specific shape terms and modifiers of these
class termns were estavlished by analysis ot 2 to 3 hundred
collection orjects, our orlainal 1list of artitact classes
numhberea 104y  terms; over the past 5 vears ot using our
standards, we have added only about 20 terms and deleted only
three.

in additien te artitact records, we have converted our
entire site file ot ahout 13,500 presently known site locations.
The process of standardization of headinas and internal
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descriptive standards bhas paralleled our developments In the
artifact collections., The site file has 76 different ¢fields;
each site must Le recorded on a printed form. The form has a
auioe to instruct the fleld archaeologist in the proper manner of
recordina data, 1t 1s the responsibility of each fileld
archaeologist to turn in to the Provincial Archaeologist a
correct and covrplete torr,

In addition to standardization ot information goina into the
corputer there 1s 4ar attendant standardizaton of procedures for
tre future accessioning of collections data, In fact, our
efforts to ensure that we will never have to recatalogue our
collections in the future have created a system of collections
manaqement, Early in the recataloguing of our collection we
realized that not only could the computerized data base provide
us with quick answers to our own and the protession’s guestions
aboeut tne conllection, but #& could use the system to our
advaptace §n  managing the collection itsel)f. Primary to this
managerent Is tne apbility to list artifact locations In storage
along wih the artitact descrintion information on the record,
Tris facility perritted us to empnasize the storage requirerents
of the <collections from the conservation point of view over the
sheer need to oraganize the collection to facilitate the locating
nt the artitacts, By having our collection storage highly
controllea we can now compress the collection; in the past vyear
we have hequp this process ana have already galined 20% more
storacae roo:n.

fine of the pigyaest realizations we came to was that our
museur oriented data base would not be a strictly suitable
research database, 0Our primary use ot the data would be to
answer speclfic qguestions about what artifacts we have, where are
they trom, what are they made of, and where are they located in
storace, In fact the data base is a management tool and not
strictly a research tool, Research Is facilitated because the
data can be used to quickly address preliminary analytical
questions and narrow the ranage of potentially useful artifacts.
tt is clear to us now that a large collections database designed
for museum use will not usher in the vperiod of the automated
dissertation.

Tne national aspects of this system are yet to be tested;
the npromise of retrieval of intormation from distant parts of a
country as large as Canada 1s still attractive and vlianble,
hevertheless, there is a poserful bilas against computerization of
collections on the part of nuseum curators. The majority of
Caradlan museunms  Is  still wsing 19th century reglistration
rechniques on this, the threshold of the 21st century. In part
this reluctance to cleave to new technology reflects an lgnorance
and hence suspiclon of the technology; and disappointment over
the very lorg development time of the MNational Inventory
Froaramme,
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Irnftally, #IP wsas predicated upon the belief that once
entered, collections data would be static and turthermore that
sahat »ns reeaed were fast cataloques that could be queried
guaicrklv, A5 we hkeuar our work recataloauing and reaesigning our
readistratien procecgures, it became evident that the N1P was a tar
mere rowertul tool thar inftially thought,

In r1esponse to tnhe applications ot computerized cataloqgue
and collections management to individual institutions
collections, trie »IP ceme to reconize that their oriaginal system
1515 was inadeauate to the tasks demanded by the client museums,
lLLast year at atout this time CRC corporaton and the HNational
Museuns entereu jnto a joint project to supplant 13815 with their
newly developed PAR1IS database management system,

This new system will permit us to fully use the data within
our computerized catalogue, PAR1S allowss us full control over
our datsa 1ncluaing editing and updating at our osn  schedule,
Ingquiries irfo tnre pational system will abstract a subset ot our
cata for :ncinsior into a Jlohal database, This dstakbase can be
searcrec ry anvy svstem aser, Access to our full database by
another instltution comes only, after we have assigned a
read-only, ore-use-only, vassword,

The PARLS systewm gives us a powertul search lanauage that
inclunes all the poolean operators plus full ontput formatting
for eacr retrieval,

flyy current record lenath comprises 67 fields with a nominal
linit of 30,000 cheracters per field. The system is entirely
word based and each field is essentially untormatted. Data entry
is currently done or a dedicated and specially written progranmne
DFEY which runs on a PPPll. In the near future we will have the
data entry processor within the PARIS system which will teature
avtomatic field tilling, thesaurus look=-ups, automatic error
checkira, Tre data entry programmes will do conversions between
UTi wrap coordinates and latitude and longitude coordinates. At
present s0me simple descriptive statistical routines are
supportec by the system, 1In future, SPSS will be tully supported
hy the retrieval systenm,

At jpresent our collection consists of about 200,000
artifacts, ¢robakly a million or so assoclated feunal remains,
scil samples ana level detritus bags. 1t is our hope to
eventuallv integrate all our study and auxiliary collections into
tre datarase, As of Februarv of thils vear we have avout 70,000
recordas in the systen accounting for about 9,000,000 words,
Stiortly »e «ill be accessioning a collection tor «which an
existing research oriented database is avallable, This
collection ray anount to 70,000 wmore records and will be
electronically inteygrated into our main ¢ataloque, Wwe anticipate
naving our tull collectiorn in the computer within 3 more years.



