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What does it mean to be 
significant?   

 

 

 

William Nichols Anderson, ‘Adeney Ave, Kew’, 1906, oil on canvas 

 

It means you have something of value to your community.  

But what is that ‘something’ and how do you measure it, describe it, care for and preserve it? Who is the 

community and what should they expect to get from it? 

These are the questions that get asked of a collection when it undergoes a significance assessment, a 

process the Kew Historical Society collection underwent earlier this year. The Society was successful in 

receiving a Significance Assessment grant from the National Library of Australia’s Community Heritage Grant 

program in 2017. These grants are not easy to get and the applicant must be able to show evidence that 

their collection has or is likely to have national significance. This measure of significance is not as arbitrary as 

some might think.  
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Significance 2.01, published by the Collections Council of Australia in 2009, describes the methodology 

assessors are expected to use when conducting an assessment. This has a two-tiered set of criteria – four 

primary criteria that identify historical, aesthetic, research or scientific, and social or spiritual significance; 

and four comparative criteria that identify the degree or extent of the primary criteria, and these are the 

provenance, interpretive value, condition, and rarity or representativeness of the item or collection. 

Together the primary and comparative criteria serve as the windows through which a collection manager, 

and assessor, ought to look through when working with the collection, and the tools by which a description 

and a measure of the collection’s significance can be made.   

Although the collections funded by the grant are likely to include items of national significance, in most cases 

they are locally based. The development of the collection at Kew is guided by the Society’s Mission and Aims, 

ratified in 2012, which include ‘to stimulate our community’s interest in the economic, social, cultural and 

environmental history and heritage of Kew and its environs’. 

I have worked with many local history collections over the years and firmly believe that, regardless of their 

threshold (whether they are of local, state or national significance) the best collections have a consistent set 

of characteristics. These include: 

Being dynamic rather than static, with collection managers promoting and using it regularly, judiciously 

acquiring material relevant to the history of their locality and community, and embracing a range of themes 

that cover the period from Aboriginal occupation through to early settlement, the twentieth century and 

contemporary times. This ensures the managers are knowledgeable, that historical significance is always 

considered, interpretations are evidenced based and interesting, and research by community members or 

people further afield is more likely to be productive. It also means items are more likely to be rare or 

particular to the locality, in good or reasonable condition, and will have strong provenance. 

The second characteristic of great collections is to be proactive to their community’s interests. In other 

words they know who their community is and what it is likely to be interested in. Local history collections 

ought to have the capacity to enable research into all things local, but also to show the way to, and make 

connections with, larger state and national themes, events and processes that shaped our communities. 

Responding to the interests of the local community inevitably boosts the research potential of the collection 

and builds its interpretive value. 

The third characteristic is keeping faith with a thoughtful collection development policy. This needs to be 

written for the local area or relevant community and include the collection of contemporary material for 

researchers of the future. Keeping the faith ensures historical relevance is maintained through judicious 

decision-making, provenance information is collected and verified, the condition and integrity of objects is 

maintained, and both rare and representative items are acquired.  

The final characteristic is a high level of respect, support and appreciation given to the voluntary work 

required for so many local history collections. This work needs to be consistent and is often consuming in 

order for a collection to keep its faith and to be responsive and dynamic. 

Kew Historical Society’s grant was particularly for the costume, picture and map collections but when the 

work began I felt strongly that these three couldn’t be understood properly without placing them in the 

context of the overall collection. This meant at least exploring what else was there, which proved to be 

useful but also fascinating. I came away with many favourites but offer my two top picks here: 

                                                      
1 Significance 2.0. A guide to assessing the significance of collections, collections Council of Australia, 2009. You can access the online 
version here if you wish to find out more about significance assessments - 
https://www.arts.gov.au/sites/g/files/net1761/f/significance-2.0.pdf  

https://www.arts.gov.au/sites/g/files/net1761/f/significance-2.0.pdf
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The tape-recorded, now digitized but not transcribed, speech by Prime Minister Robert Menzies, also the 

Member for Kew, at the commemoration of the centenary of the City of Kew in 1960. It is, of course, 

eloquent and wide-ranging in its topics and he is humorous, thoughtful and incisive. While 1960 was within 

the lifetime of many, many people today it was also a completely different world from today. This fifteen-

minute recording gives listeners an insight into the times, the concerns, the pleasures and the attitudes of 

the era as well as an appreciation of the City of Kew as it then was – a place that Menzies spoke fondly off, 

‘being a Kew man’ himself. You can listen to it here - https://bit.ly/2Pf9PvO. 

My other favourite is the hand drawn ‘Site of the first house in Kew Central’ (1852). It is on the site of the 

former Kew Court House and Police Station and includes drawings indicating the location and name of all 

trees, flowerbeds, beehives, garden beds, sheds and the house plan itself. Although there is some doubt 

about the originality of this map – it is thought there may be another one at the State Library although it is 

not in the catalogue – it records so meticulously the garden layout and tells such a detailed story of 

domesticity and husbandry in the early days of settlement in this area I feel the person who drew it must 

have been very proud of developing such a bountiful garden. It is a fascinating and a rare find in any local 

history collection, particularly as it enhances the original deed of conveyance that is also held in the 

collection. 

The purpose of the grant program is to ensure that locally based collections with national significance can be 

accessed by their communities and preserved for future generations. The purpose of the significance 

assessment is to document the value and meaning of the collection. The significance of the collection held 

by Kew Historical Society leads me to recommend you appreciate it when you can. 

 

Emma Russell 

https://bit.ly/2Pf9PvO

