
THE ROLE OF ORAL HISTORY I N  MUSEUMS 

I n  t h e  p a s t ,  t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  in te rv iew has been r e s t r i c t e d  t o  t h e  
mass media, r ad io ,  t e l e v i s i o n ,  newspapers and magazines, bu t  w i th in  t h e  l a s t  
few years  i n t e r e s t  i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  has  l e d  t o  i t s  inc reas ing  u s e  by o t h e r s  
inc luding  museums, h i s t o r i c a l  s o c i e t i e s ,  and t h e  educa t iona l  systems. I f  t h e  
d e f i n i t i o n  of a museum i s  a pub l i c  i n s t i t u t i o n  which n o t  only preserves  
v i s u a l l y  f o r  u s  t h e  p a s t ,  b u t  a l s o  i s  intended t o  educate  u s  about t h a t  p a s t ,  
then o r a l  h i s t o r y  should be s e r i o u s l y  considered by museum c u r a t o r s  and re -  
s ea rche r s  as one v e h i c l e  towards t h a t  goa l  of pub l i c  educat ion.  

The quest ion t h a t  a r i s e s  among h i s t o r i c a l  r e sea rche r s  i n  museums, a r ch ives ,  
u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  e t c .  is  whether o r a l  h i s t o r y  i s  merely a ' f a d '  o r  whether i t  i s  
a l e g i t i m a t e  method of h i s t o r i c a l  research .  T r a d i t i o n a l  r e sea rch  methods have 
withstood the  t e s t  of time b u t  o r a l  h i s t o r y  a s  a r e l a t i v e l y  new innovat ion has 
been refused recogni t ion  by t h e  more conserva t ive  academics. This a t t i t u d e  i s  
unfor tuna te ;  o r a l  h i s t o r y  a s  used by scho la r s  f i l l s  i n  t h e  gaps i n  t h e i r  re- 
search  and/or  co l l abo ra t e s  f a c t s .  Oral h i s t o r y  i s  a supplement t o  and does n o t  
compete wi th  o the r  h i s t o r i c a l  methodologies. It i s  t h e  human element, devoid i n  
o the r  forms of research ,  which n o t  on ly  makes o r a l  h i s t o r y  d i f f e r e n t  bu t  i s  t h e  
essence of t he  tape-recorded in te rv iew.  Unfortunately,  some of t h e  r e s e r v a t i o n s  
expressed by h i s t o r i c a l  r e sea rche r s  about o r a l  h i s t o r y  a r e  w e l l  founded. Lack 
of ground-work, c o n t r o l  of t h e  in t e rv i ew has l e d  t o  a number of low q u a l i t y  t apes ,  
which i n  t u rn  has r e s u l t e d  i n  t h e  r e f u s a l  of r ecogn i t i on  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  a s  a 
methodology by p ro fe s s iona l  r e sea rche r s  and r e sea rch  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  This t a i n t  
of non-professionalism has evolved through self-made amateur h i s t o r i a n s  tap ing  
ind i sc r imina te ly  and without  he lp  o r  d i r e c t i o n .  On t h e  o the r  hand, educat ion i n  
t he  techniques of in te rv iewing  and an awareness of t he  p o t e n t i a l  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  
a s  a v a l i d  method of conducting h i s t o r i c a l  research  w i l l  improve s tandards .  

There a r e ,  t he re fo re ,  c e r t a i n  ground r u l e s  t o  be followed by t h e  o r a l  
h i s t o r i a n  i n  order  t o  produce a good q u a l i t y  tape .  Too many ' l i f e - s t o r y '  t apes  
of pioneers  and o lde r  r e s i d e n t s  do no t  de lve  deeply i n t o  any one a rea  t o  be of 
much research  value.  Those in te rv iews  conducted t o  glean c e r t a i n  f a c t s  about a 
s p e c i f i c  t op ic  a r e  much more va luab le .  A s  wi th  any r e sea rch  p r o j e c t ,  i n t e n s i v e  
research  i n t o  t h e  usua l  l i b r a r y  and a r c h i v a l  sources i s  necessary  t o  ga in  a 
knowledge of t h e  b a s i c  h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t s .  It i s  information from t h e s e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
sources which determines l a r g e l y  t h e  ques t ions  and a r e a s  probed during t h e  taped 
interview.  Before t h e  a c t u a l  i n t e rv i ew t h e  r e sea rche r  has  o the r  work t o  do. A 
l i s t  of poss ib l e  con tac t s ,  o r  in te rv iewees  has t o  be drawn up and pre- interview 
sess ions  wi th  each arranged.  The pre- interview i s  a s  important a s  t h e  taped 
sess ion ,  f o r  i t  i s  t h e  f i r s t  phys i ca l  con tac t  between t h e  in te rv iewer  and i n t e r -  
viewee. A ha l f  an hour i s  u s u a l l y  adequate time f o r  t h e  r e sea rche r  t o  a s s e s s  t h e  
ind iv idua l  and t h e  information he possesses .  The taped se s s ion  fol lows a few 
days l a t e r ;  t h i s  time l a p s e  al lows t h e  r e sea rche r  t o  draw up a l i s t  of ques t ions  
and the  s u b j e c t  t o  r e c a l l  names, p laces  and events .  There a r e  occasions when a 
pre- interview i s  impossible  t o  conduct.  F i f t e e n ,  twenty minutes a r e  then put  
a s i d e  p r i o r  t o  t h e  tap ing  t o  t a l k  wi th  the  interviewee.  

The in te rv iewer  must remember t h a t  microphones a r e  very  s e n s i t i v e  and a r e  
a b l e  t o  p i ck  up a l l  sounds; t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  taped in te rv iew must be conducted i n  
a q u i e t  room wi th  no o u t s i d e  i n t e r f e r e n c e s  such a s  r a d i o  , t e l e v i s i o n  , o r  o the r  
members of t h e  family.  To he lp  r e l a x  t h e  s u b j e c t ,  i d e n t i f y i n g  d a t a ,  name, p l ace  
and d a t e  of b i r t h ,  educat ion and occupat ion,  should be given b y ' t h e  in te rv iewee  



a t  t h e  beginning of t h e  tape.  This  information i s  a l s o  u s e f u l  t o  anyone 
l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  t ape  i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  The in te rv iewer  should a sk  ques t ions  i n  
chronologica l  order .  Dates he lp  s e t  events  i n  proper pe r spec t ive  and should be  
given by t h e  s u b j e c t  a s  o f t e n  a s  poss ib l e .  I f  t h e  in te rv iewee  confuses d a t e s  
and names, t h e  researcher  should be  a b l e  t o  make a mental no te  of t hese  mistakes.  
The opinions of t h e  in te rv iewer  and co r rec t ions  of h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t s  u s u a l l y  have 
no p l ace  during t h e  taped se s s ion .  How a person perce ives  events  may be h i s t o r i -  
c a l l y  i n c o r r e c t ,  b u t  h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h e  f a c t s  may be more important .  Most 
o r a l  h i s t o r i a n s  ag ree  t h a t  a maximum of two hours i s  adequate t ime f o r  an i n t e r -  
view. Few in te rv iews  r e q u i r e  a longer  per iod t o  recount  t h e  requi red  information;  
a l s o ,  t h e  interviewee,  e s p e c i a l l y  i f  an  o lde r  person, tends  t o  t i r e  when t h e  
se s s ion  l a s t s  s e v e r a l  hours.  Some form of f i nd ing  a i d ,  an o u t l i n e  o r  t r a n s c r i p t i o n ,  
must be done upon the  conclusion of t h e  in te rv iew a s  t h e  tape  i s  next  t o  u s e l e s s  
otherwise.  Tapes a r e  numbered by access ion  and s to red  i n  a temperature- and humid- 
i t y -con t ro l l ed  room. The only upkeep requi red  i s  rewinding of t he  t apes  a t  l e a s t  
once a year  t o  e l imina te  s t a t i c  build-up and t h e  t h r e a t  of pr int- through.  

Interviewing by both p ro fe s s iona l s  and non-professionals  i s  fun and i n t e r -  
e s t i n g ,  bu t  t h e  q u a l i t y  of t he  t ape  and perhaps t h e  f u t u r e  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  depend 
on t h e  a b i l i t y  of t h e  p r a c t i t i o n e r  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  t o  overcome t h e  s p e c i a l  pro- 
blems and p i t f a l l s  which f a c e  him. Control  of t h e  in te rv iew i s  probably t h e  most 
important a spec t  and i n  some cases  t h e  most d i f f i c u l t  problem faced by t h e  i n t e r -  
viewer.  The r e sea rche r  must never a l low t h e  c e n t r a l  theme t o  become o b l i t e r a t e d  
by secondary and perhaps u s e l e s s  information. To r e t a i n  t i g h t  c o n t r o l  of t h e  
in te rv iew,  t a c t  and percept iveness  a r e  needed. Some of t h e  p o t e n t i a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  
appear during t h e  pre-interview, al lowing t h e  in te rv iewer  time t o  s t r u c t u r e  t h e  
se s s ion  accordingly.  Demanding, pointed ques t ions  a r e  o f t e n  r equ i r ed  f o r  those  
in te rv iewees  who tend ' to  ramble, whereas f o r  o t h e r s , t h e  ques t ions  should be  
posed so a s  t o  e l i c i t  a more complete answer. Forge t fu lness  o r  confusion of f a c t s  
is  another  annoying a spec t  when in te rv iewing;  t h e  in te rv iewee  o f t e n  g ives  m i s -  
information and i t  i s  p a r t  of t h e  job of t h e  in te rv iewer  t o  determine whether 
t h i s  l a p s e  of memory i s  honest o r  whether it i s  more a ma t t e r  of s e l e c t i v e  r e c a l l .  
This  l a t t e r  problem a r i s e s  more f r equen t ly  when in te rv iewing  p o l i t i c i a n s  o r  some- 
one about p o l i t i c a l  events .  Pub l i c  f i g u r e s  a r e  e s p e c i a l l y  aware of t h e i r  image 
and t o  p r o t e c t  and/or promulgate it, c e r t a i n  f a c t s  o r  a p a r t i c u l a r  s l a n t  t o  events  
w i l l  be given by t h e  interviewee.  Depending on t h e  purpose of t h e  in te rv iew,  t h e  
r e sea rche r  can choose t o  ignore  t h i s  o r  t o  cha l lenge  t h e  v a l i d i t y  of t h e  s ta tements .  

Of course,  n o t  a l l  o r a l  h i s t o r y  tapes  a r e  acquired through g a l l e r y  re-  
search  p r o j e c t s .  A t ape  l i b r a r y  can be accumulated i n  d i f f e r e n t  ways. For 
example, t h e  Manitoba Museum of Man & Nature has acquired most of i t s  tape  
c o l l e c t i o n  through s p e c i a l  g r a n t s  f o r  o r a l  h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t s .  L . I .P . ,  O.F.Y., and 
S.T.E.P. g r a n t s  over t h e  l a s t  t h r e e  o r  four  years  have cont r ibu ted  hundreds of 
tapes  t o  t h e  l i b r a r y ,  wi th  t o p i c s  ranging from Hong Kong war ve t e rans ,  Ontario- 
B r i t i s h  p ioneers ,  Jewish H i s t o r i c a l  Soc ie ty  pioneer  tapes  t o  Ukrainian pioneers  
and dying c r a f t s .  Then, l a s t  year t h e  Manitoba Museum applied f o r  and received a 
g ran t  under t h e  National  Museums Po l i cy  f o r  a one year  p r o j e c t  c a l l e d  Heri tage 
Inventory.  This  program was no t  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t he  a c q u i s i t i o n  of tapes  but  i n  t h e  
s t a t u s  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  i n  t h e  province. Since the  Museum has t h e  l a r g e s t  s i n g l e  
c o l l e c t i o n  of tapes ,  t he  f i r s t  t h r e e  months were spent  t o  organize and pu t  i n  
order  t h e  seven hundred o r a l  h i s t o r y  tapes  housed i n  t he  Museum's l i b r a r y .  La ter  
ques t ionna i r e s  were mailed t o  a l l  school  super in tendants ,  small  museums, recrea-  
t i o n a l  d i r e c t o r s ,  l i b r a r i e s ,  a r t s  department of t h e  u n i v e r s i t i e s  and p r i v a t e  indiv-  
i d u a l s .  From the  response, we were a b l e  t o  determine an approximate number of tapes  
and where they w e r e  housed. Another form w a s  later  mailed ou t  t o  those ind iv idua l s  
o r  i n s t i t u t i o n s  t h a t  had tapes  t o  discover  t he  na tu re  of t he  c o l l e c t i o n .  A t  t he  



present ,  work is  being done t o  compile an inventory of t h i s  information.  
Many r e p l i e s  t o  t h e  f i r s t  ques t ionnai re  i nd ica t ed  an i n t e r e s t  i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  
and a  workshop. Therefore,  during the  summer and autumn a number of workshops 
on the  techniques of interviewing were he ld  throughout t h e  province. General 
i n t e r e s t  i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  prompted us  t o  w r i t e  a  small  bookle t ,  Oral  His tory :  
Basic Techniques, t o  he lp  t h e  amateur o r a l  h i s t o r i a n  produce a  b e t t e r  q u a l i t y  
in te rv iew than might otherwise be the  case .  

A number of t h e  smal le r  museums i n  Manitoba have begun c o l l e c t i n g  o r a l  
h i s t o r y  tapes ,  u sua l ly  a s  a  means t o  r econs t ruc t  l o c a l  o r  per iod h i s t o r y .  There 
a r e ,  though, two museums i n  Manitoba which a r e  using o r a l  h i s t o r y  f o r  a  d i f f e r e n t  
purpose. The c u r a t o r s  of both the  Ki l la rney  and Churchi l l  museums a r e  e l d e r l y  
and at tempts  a r e  being made t o  have t h e  h i s t o r y  and information of t he  a r t i f a c t s  
recorded by them f o r  t h e  f u t u r e .  In  t h e  Eskimo Museum i n  Churchi l l  t h i s  in for -  
mation w i l l  be a v a i l a b l e  i n  t he  e x h i b i t  a r e a  a t  the  touch of a  bu t ton  f o r  t he  
i n t e r e s t e d  v i s i t o r .  

This example of t h e  use  t o  which o r a l  h i s t o r y  t apes  can b e  pu t  i n  g a l l e r y  
d i sp l ays  and t r a v e l l i n g  e x h i b i t s  holds a  l e s son  f o r  a l l  museums. Incorporated 
i n t o  t h e  museum proper,  t h e s e  tapes  can he lp  br ing  n o t  only t h e  h i s t o r y  of t he  
a r t i f a c t s ,  bu t  a l s o  a  broader understanding of t h e  h i s t o r y  and c u l t u r e  behind 
the  a r t i f a c t ,  ' a l i v e '  f o r  t h e  pub l i c .  When one remembers t h e  l a c k  of comprehension 
and the  f a i l u r e ,  on t h e  p a r t  of t h e  museum v i s i t o r ,  t o  absorb a  g r e a t  d e a l  of t h e  
l a b e l  copy and s to ry - l i ne  used i n  t h e  g a l l e r i e s ,  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  of t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  
t ape  i s  made more ev ident .  I n  both t h e  l a r g e  and smal le r  museums, o r a l  h i s t o r y  
tapes  can be used i n  educa t iona l  k i t s  o r  packages t o  add another  dimension t o  t h e  
l ea rn ing  process  of s tuden t s .  Hearing a  voice  desc r ib ing  an event  from the  p a s t  
he lps  t o  make h i s t o r y  more meaningful t o  s tuden t s  who usua l ly  f i n d  i t  e a s i e r  t o  
r e l a t e  t o  people than t o  impersonal f a c t s .  Any t ape  c o l l e c t i o n  i s  u s e l e s s  un le s s  
u t i l i z e d  i n  one way o r  another .  The l a r g e r  museums must begin t o  g ive  some thought 
t o  t he  d i r e c t i o n  i t  w i l l  t ake  once t h e  g a l l e r y  work i s  completed. I f  t hese  museums 
a r e  t o  become resource  c e n t r e s  t o  be open t o  schools  and ou t s ide  r e sea rche r s ,  a  
tape  l i b r a r y  can be an important a s s e t .  
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