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PART I 

Foundations & Research Methodology 

 

1.1 Purpose of This Guide 

This guide establishes the research and interpretive standards used by Ocean Liner Curator when 

engaging with ocean liner history and associated material culture. It is intended to be public-

facing, transparent, and durable. 

The goal of this document is not to provide definitive answers in every case. Rather, it explains: 

• how historical claims are evaluated 

• how evidence is weighed 

• how uncertainty is handled responsibly 

• and why restraint is essential to historical integrity 

By making methodology explicit, Ocean Liner Curator allows readers to evaluate conclusions on 

their merits rather than on authority, reputation, or confidence of presentation. 

 

1.2 Scope of Historical Focus 

This guide primarily addresses civilian passenger liners and their material culture, roughly from 

the late nineteenth century through the mid-twentieth century. This period encompasses: 

• the maturation of transatlantic liner travel 

• the rise of large shipping companies 

• the development of standardized shipboard material culture 

• the era most heavily represented in surviving memorabilia 

While examples may reference well-known vessels, the principles outlined here apply broadly 

across maritime history and collecting disciplines. 
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1.3 What This Guide Is — and Is Not 

This guide is: 

• A methodological reference for researching ships and objects 

• A framework for evaluating evidence and claims 

• A public explanation of interpretive standards 

• A tool for collectors, researchers, writers, and educators 

This guide is not: 

• A certification or authentication service 

• An appraisal or valuation authority 

• A guarantee of authenticity for individual items 

• A substitute for primary research 

Ocean Liner Curator does not issue certificates, endorsements, or definitive rulings on individual 

objects. Conclusions are expressed in degrees of confidence, not absolutes. 

 

1.4 Research as a Disciplined Process 

Historical research is not the accumulation of facts; it is the evaluation of evidence. 

Effective research requires discipline in four areas: 

1. Source control – understanding where information originates 

2. Verification – corroborating claims across independent evidence 

3. Contextualization – placing facts within their historical environment 

4. Restraint – resisting conclusions unsupported by evidence 

Errors most often arise not from lack of information, but from failure to apply discipline 

consistently. 

 

1.5 Establishing a Ship Baseline 

Every research effort begins with establishing a verifiable ship baseline. This baseline provides 

the factual framework against which all later claims are tested. 

A ship baseline typically includes: 
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• builder and shipyard 

• yard number 

• launch date 

• dimensions and tonnage 

• propulsion and machinery 

• ownership history 

• service routes 

• major refits or conversions 

• final disposition 

These facts should be confirmed using multiple independent sources whenever possible. 

Discrepancies are not smoothed over; they are documented and examined. 

 

1.6 Why Baselines Matter 

Without a baseline, later claims float free of context. 

For example: 

• Claims about interior fittings require knowledge of refit dates 

• Claims about branding require knowledge of corporate changes 

• Claims about materials require knowledge of industrial capability 

A baseline acts as a reality check, preventing anachronistic or implausible attributions. 

 

1.7 Primary Sources: Definition and Priority 

Definition 

Primary sources are materials created contemporaneously with the events they document. 

Common maritime primary sources include: 

• shipyard drawings and specifications 

• company correspondence and records 

• crew and passenger lists 

• period photographs 

• contemporary newspapers 

• tickets, menus, and onboard documentation 

Primary sources are prioritized because they preserve original context and intent. 
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Limitations 

Primary sources are not infallible. They may: 

• contain errors 

• reflect bias 

• be incomplete 

However, they remain the closest evidentiary link to historical reality. 

 

1.8 Secondary Sources: Use and Caution 

Secondary sources interpret primary material. These include: 

• scholarly books 

• museum catalogs 

• academic articles 

• well-researched documentaries 

Secondary sources are evaluated based on: 

• transparency of citations 

• use of primary evidence 

• distinction between fact and interpretation 

• willingness to acknowledge uncertainty 

Secondary sources support research; they do not replace it. 

 

1.9 Tertiary and Summary Sources 

Tertiary sources summarize existing interpretations. Examples include: 

• encyclopedias 

• popular histories 

• general reference websites 

These sources are useful for orientation but should never serve as evidentiary foundations for 

specific claims. 
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1.10 The Problem of Repetition 

One of the most damaging forces in maritime history is unverified repetition. 

A claim may: 

• originate without documentation 

• be repeated by later authors 

• appear across multiple sources 

• gain perceived authority through volume 

Repetition does not equal verification. Ocean Liner Curator traces claims backward until 

documentation is found—or explicitly notes when none exists. 

 

1.11 Research Notes and Documentation 

Responsible research requires documentation of: 

• sources consulted 

• discrepancies encountered 

• assumptions rejected 

• uncertainties preserved 

Well-kept research notes allow: 

• later reassessment 

• peer review 

• transparent correction 

Documentation is a professional obligation, not an optional extra. 

 

1.12 Language Discipline in Research 

Language shapes interpretation. 

Ocean Liner Curator distinguishes carefully between: 

• documented 

• probable 

• possible 

• unattributed 
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Definitive language is used only when evidence warrants it. Qualified language preserves 

credibility and prevents speculation from hardening into fact. 

 

1.13 The Role of Uncertainty 

Uncertainty is not failure. 

In historical research: 

• incomplete records are normal 

• lost documentation is common 

• ambiguity is unavoidable 

Responsible scholarship acknowledges uncertainty explicitly rather than concealing it behind 

confidence. 

 

1.14 Transition to Source Evaluation 

With foundational research principles established, the next section examines how sources 

themselves are evaluated, ranked, and contextualized. 

Part II addresses: 

• source hierarchy 

• commercial bias 

• institutional authority 

• digital misinformation 

• and the mechanics of claim formation 
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PART II 

Source Reliability & Evaluating Historical Claims 

 

2.1 Why Source Evaluation Matters 

Historical claims do not all carry equal weight. The credibility of a claim depends not on how 

confidently it is stated, how often it is repeated, or how widely it is believed, but on the quality 

and nature of the sources supporting it. 

In maritime history—and especially in ocean liner research—many errors originate not from 

invention, but from uncritical acceptance of sources. Evaluating sources is therefore not a 

peripheral skill; it is central to responsible interpretation. 

Ocean Liner Curator treats source evaluation as a distinct analytical step, separate from narrative 

building or object interpretation. 

 

2.2 Authority vs. Evidence 

A critical distinction must be made between authority and evidence. 

Authority may arise from: 

• reputation 

• longevity of publication 

• institutional affiliation 

• confidence of presentation 

Evidence arises from: 

• documentation 

• contemporaneity 

• corroboration 

• transparency 

An authoritative source may still be wrong. Conversely, a lesser-known source may preserve 

valuable primary evidence. Ocean Liner Curator evaluates claims based on what supports them, 

not on who makes them. 
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2.3 Categories of Sources 

For analytical clarity, sources are grouped into four broad categories. These categories describe 

function, not quality. 

2.3.1 Primary Sources 

Primary sources are materials created contemporaneously with the events, objects, or practices 

they document. 

Examples include: 

• shipyard plans and specifications 

• company correspondence and internal records 

• period photographs 

• passenger and crew lists 

• contemporaneous newspapers 

• tickets, menus, and onboard documentation 

Primary sources are prioritized because they preserve original context, even when incomplete or 

biased. 

 

2.3.2 Secondary Sources 

Secondary sources interpret, analyze, or contextualize primary material. 

Examples include: 

• scholarly books 

• museum catalogs 

• academic articles 

• well-researched documentaries 

Secondary sources are evaluated based on: 

• transparency of citations 

• quality and breadth of primary sources used 

• separation of fact from interpretation 

• acknowledgment of uncertainty or debate 

Secondary sources support research but never replace primary evidence. 
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2.3.3 Tertiary Sources 

Tertiary sources summarize existing interpretations without introducing new evidence. 

Examples include: 

• encyclopedias 

• popular histories 

• general reference websites 

These sources are useful for orientation and terminology, but should not be treated as evidentiary 

foundations for specific claims. 

 

2.3.4 Commercial Sources 

Commercial sources are created with the intent to sell, promote, or market. 

Examples include: 

• dealer listings 

• auction catalogs 

• promotional materials 

Commercial sources may contain useful information, but their incentives are fundamentally 

different from scholarly documentation. Claims originating in commercial contexts require 

independent verification. 

 

2.4 Source Hierarchy Is Not Source Elitism 

Ranking sources does not imply that certain voices are inherently superior. It reflects proximity 

to evidence. 

A handwritten shipyard drawing and a modern website summary may both be informative, but 

they do not occupy the same evidentiary position. Ocean Liner Curator evaluates claims based 

on how directly they connect to documented reality. 

 

2.5 The Problem of Repetition 

One of the most persistent failure modes in maritime history is repetition without verification. 
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A claim may: 

• appear in an early publication without citation 

• be repeated by later authors 

• spread across websites and catalogs 

• gain perceived legitimacy through volume 

This process can create the illusion of consensus where none exists. 

Ocean Liner Curator treats repetition as a signal to investigate, not as confirmation. 

 

2.6 Circular Citation 

Circular citation occurs when sources reference one another without returning to primary 

documentation. 

Common patterns include: 

• books citing earlier books without primary evidence 

• websites copying one another’s language 

• auction listings referencing prior listings 

Once circularity is identified, the entire chain must be treated as provisional until primary 

documentation is located. 

 

2.7 Institutional Sources and Their Limits 

Museums, archives, and libraries carry institutional authority, but they are not infallible. 

Institutional limitations may include: 

• outdated labels 

• simplified public-facing descriptions 

• resource constraints limiting revision 

• legacy catalog entries inherited without reevaluation 

Institutional sources are evaluated based on access to documentation, not assumed correctness. 

 

2.8 Digital Sources and the Internet Era 
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The internet accelerates both discovery and distortion. 

Forums, blogs, and social media may preserve: 

• firsthand recollections 

• obscure photographs 

• local knowledge 

They may also propagate: 

• speculation 

• misunderstanding 

• confident but unsupported claims 

Digital material is treated as a starting point, never an endpoint. 

 

2.9 Evaluating Conflicting Accounts 

Conflicting sources are common in maritime history. 

When conflicts arise, Ocean Liner Curator does not default to: 

• the most authoritative source 

• the most detailed narrative 

• the most appealing explanation 

Instead, discrepancies are documented and examined. Understanding why sources disagree often 

reveals more than forced resolution. 

 

2.10 Extraordinary Claims and Proportional Evidence 

Claims should be evaluated proportionally. 

Linking a generic object to a famous ship demands: 

• stronger documentation 

• higher scrutiny 

• clearer provenance 
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The greater the cultural or monetary implication of a claim, the higher the evidentiary threshold 

must be. 

 

2.11 Language as a Signal of Reliability 

Language often reveals evidentiary weakness. 

Caution is warranted when sources rely heavily on: 

• “believed to be” without explanation 

• definitive claims without citation 

• emotionally charged or promotional language 

Responsible sources explain how conclusions are reached. 

 

2.12 Preserving Uncertainty 

When evidence is insufficient, uncertainty must be preserved explicitly. 

Ocean Liner Curator documents: 

• what is known 

• what is probable 

• what is possible 

• what remains unknown 

Uncertainty is not a flaw; it is an accurate reflection of the historical record. 

 

2.13 Research Notes and Traceability 

Every claim should be traceable to: 

• a source 

• a document 

• a photograph 

• or a clearly stated inference 
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Traceability allows future researchers to reassess conclusions as new evidence emerges. 

 

2.14 Transition to Material Culture 

With source reliability established, the guide now turns from documents to objects themselves. 

Part III examines how maritime material culture is categorized, interpreted, and frequently 

misunderstood—laying the groundwork for authenticity assessment. 
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PART III 

Maritime Material Culture & Object Typology 

 

3.1 Why Material Culture Matters 

Ships are complex systems, but they are also environments. They generate objects—tools, 

furnishings, documents, consumables, and souvenirs—that outlive voyages, refits, and 

sometimes the vessels themselves. 

Maritime material culture provides tangible evidence of: 

• shipboard life 

• corporate identity 

• industrial practice 

• passenger experience 

• technological capability 

However, objects do not speak for themselves. Without contextual interpretation, material 

culture is easily misunderstood, exaggerated, or misattributed. 

 

3.2 Defining Maritime Material Culture 

For the purposes of this guide, maritime material culture refers to physical objects associated 

with ships or shipping companies, whether through use, production, branding, or representation. 

This includes—but is not limited to: 

• shipboard equipment and fittings 

• company-issued documents and supplies 

• passenger ephemera 

• commercial souvenirs 

• decorative objects inspired by maritime themes 

Not all objects within this category share equal historical significance, rarity, or evidentiary 

value. 
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3.3 Authenticity vs. Association 

A critical distinction must be maintained between authenticity and association. 

• An object may be authentic to its period without being associated with a specific ship. 

• An object may bear legitimate branding without ever having been aboard a vessel. 

• An object may be historically interesting without being rare or unique. 

Failure to maintain this distinction is one of the most common sources of error in maritime 

collecting. 

 

3.4 Shipboard-Issue Objects 

Definition 

Shipboard-issue objects are items intended for functional use aboard a vessel. 

Examples include: 

• tableware used in dining rooms 

• navigational tools 

• signage 

• fittings and fixtures 

• crew equipment 

These objects were produced to withstand maritime environments and often show characteristic 

wear patterns consistent with use. 

 

3.5 Company-Issued but Shore-Based Objects 

Many authentic maritime objects were never aboard a ship. 

Shipping companies produced vast quantities of material for: 

• ticket offices 

• corporate administration 

• advertising and promotion 

Examples include: 

• brochures 
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• luggage labels 

• stationery 

• promotional prints 

These items are authentic artifacts of shipping companies but should not be described as 

shipboard without evidence. 

 

3.6 Passenger Ephemera 

Passenger ephemera includes objects produced for temporary use by travelers. 

Common examples: 

• menus 

• tickets 

• postcards 

• programs 

• baggage tags 

These items were intentionally disposable. Their survival rates are often high relative to 

shipboard equipment, and survival alone does not imply rarity. 

 

3.7 Commercial Souvenirs and Licensed Goods 

Shipping lines frequently licensed their names, logos, and imagery for commercial goods sold 

ashore. 

These items may be: 

• period-correct 

• officially licensed 

• authentically branded 

Yet they were not ship property and should not be represented as such unless documentation 

exists. 

 

3.8 Unlicensed and Decorative Objects 

Some objects employ maritime imagery without formal connection to a shipping line. 
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These include: 

• decorative household items 

• commemorative pieces 

• novelty goods 

Such objects may still be historically interesting, but attribution must be restrained. 

 

3.9 Intended Use as the Primary Interpretive Lens 

Understanding intended use is central to material culture analysis. 

Questions to ask include: 

• Who was this object made for? 

• Where was it meant to circulate? 

• Was it functional, promotional, or decorative? 

• Was durability or disposability prioritized? 

Misunderstanding intended use often leads directly to misattribution. 

 

3.10 Production Context and Industrial Capability 

Objects must be evaluated within the industrial capabilities of their time. 

Considerations include: 

• available materials 

• manufacturing techniques 

• standardization levels 

• known suppliers 

An object that requires technology unavailable during its claimed period warrants further 

scrutiny. 

 

3.11 Quantity, Survival, and Perceived Rarity 

Rarity is shaped by: 
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• original production quantity 

• survival rates 

• collector demand 

High survival does not diminish authenticity, and low survival does not automatically imply 

importance. Context must guide interpretation. 

 

3.12 Wear, Damage, and Use Evidence 

Wear patterns can provide valuable clues, but they are not definitive proof. 

Considerations include: 

• natural wear vs. artificial aging 

• repairs and restoration 

• environmental damage 

Wear should support, not replace, documentary evidence. 

 

3.13 Typology as an Analytical Tool 

Typology involves grouping objects by: 

• form 

• function 

• material 

• production method 

This allows patterns to emerge and helps identify anomalies, reproductions, or misattributions 

through comparison rather than assumption. 

 

3.14 The Single-Object Fallacy 

No object should be interpreted in isolation. 

Reliable conclusions emerge through: 

• comparison with known examples 

• examination of variations 
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• awareness of standard production practices 

Outliers require explanation, not assumption. 

 

3.15 Language and Labeling Discipline 

Public-facing descriptions should use precise, restrained language. 

Preferred terms include: 

• “shipboard-issue” 

• “company-issued” 

• “passenger ephemera” 

• “commercial souvenir” 

• “decorative object” 

 

Inflated or ambiguous language undermines credibility and distorts the historical record. 

 

3.16 Transition to Authenticity Assessment 

With object categories and interpretive frameworks established, the next section addresses how 

authenticity itself is evaluated. 

Part IV examines materials, manufacture, wear, provenance, and comparative analysis as part of 

a cumulative authenticity assessment framework. 
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PART IV 

Authenticity Assessment Frameworks 

 

4.1 Why Authenticity Requires a Framework 

Authenticity is one of the most frequently invoked—and most poorly defined—concepts in 

maritime collecting. Objects are often described as “authentic” without clarifying what is 

authentic about them, to what, and on what basis. 

Ocean Liner Curator treats authenticity not as a single binary condition, but as a structured 

assessment based on cumulative evidence. This framework allows conclusions to be expressed 

accurately, responsibly, and transparently. 

 

4.2 Authenticity Is Not a Single Claim 

Authenticity may refer to different attributes, which must not be conflated. 

An object may be: 

• authentic to its period 

• authentic in materials 

• authentic in manufacture 

• authentic in function 

• authentic in association 

Failure to distinguish between these layers leads to inflated or misleading claims. Ocean Liner 

Curator requires that any assertion of authenticity specify which aspect is being claimed. 

 

4.3 The Limits of Absolute Proof 

Absolute proof is rare in maritime material culture. 

Reasons include: 

• incomplete or destroyed records 

• undocumented transfers of ownership 
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• refits and reuse of materials 

• loss of original context 

Authenticity assessments therefore rely on probabilistic reasoning, not certainty. The absence of 

documentation does not equal inauthenticity, but it does limit the level of confidence that can be 

responsibly claimed. 

 

4.4 Cumulative Evidence as the Core Principle 

No single factor determines authenticity. 

Instead, Ocean Liner Curator evaluates objects through cumulative evidence, weighing multiple 

independent indicators together. Confidence increases when these indicators align and decreases 

when contradictions appear. 

One strong inconsistency may outweigh several weak consistencies. 

 

4.5 Materials Analysis 

Materials must align with documented use during the claimed period. 

Key considerations include: 

• metal composition 

• ceramic formulation 

• textile fibers 

• wood species 

• finishes and coatings 

The presence of materials not available—or not commonly used—during the claimed period 

raises immediate questions requiring further investigation. 

 

4.6 Manufacturing Techniques and Construction 

Manufacturing methods provide some of the strongest evidence for or against authenticity. 

Indicators include: 

• hand-finishing vs. machine uniformity 
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• tool marks 

• molding seams 

• fastening methods 

• joinery techniques 

Objects must be evaluated against known industrial practices of their era, not against modern 

expectations of precision or quality. 

 

4.7 Design Language and Stylistic Consistency 

Design elements reflect the aesthetic norms of their time. 

Relevant factors include: 

• typography 

• ornamentation 

• proportions 

• decorative motifs 

• layout conventions 

Stylistic anachronisms—such as later design trends appearing in supposedly earlier objects—

often indicate later manufacture or alteration. 

 

4.8 Wear Patterns and Use Evidence 

Wear can support authenticity, but it must be interpreted cautiously. 

Considerations include: 

• consistency of wear with intended use 

• location and pattern of abrasion 

• signs of prolonged environmental exposure 

Artificial aging, restoration, or accidental damage can mimic age. Wear should corroborate other 

evidence, not serve as proof on its own. 

 

4.9 Alteration, Repair, and Restoration 

Many authentic maritime objects have been altered. 
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Common forms include: 

• repairs 

• component replacement 

• surface refinishing 

• structural reinforcement 

Alteration does not negate authenticity, but it must be documented and disclosed. Restoration 

should be evaluated for transparency, reversibility, and impact on original material. 

 

4.10 Provenance as Supporting Evidence 

Provenance strengthens authenticity assessments when documented. 

Strong provenance may include: 

• original receipts 

• photographs showing the object in context 

• contemporaneous correspondence 

• long-established collection records 

Oral histories and family narratives are recorded as contextual information unless corroborated 

by independent documentation. 

 

4.11 Comparative Analysis 

Comparison against known examples is one of the most powerful tools available. 

Comparative analysis examines: 

• dimensions 

• materials 

• markings 

• construction details 

• production variations 

Outliers require explanation. Consistency across multiple verified examples strengthens 

confidence. 
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4.12 Reproductions, Replicas, and Later Issues 

Not all non-original objects are deceptive. 

Categories include: 

• period reproductions 

• commemorative issues 

• later licensed productions 

• modern forgeries 

Clear differentiation between these categories preserves historical accuracy and prevents 

misrepresentation. 

 

4.13 Confidence Thresholds 

Ocean Liner Curator expresses conclusions using graduated confidence levels, such as: 

• Documented 

• Probable 

• Possible 

• Unattributed 

These thresholds reflect evidence strength, not personal belief or market desirability. 

 

4.14 Documenting the Assessment Process 

Authenticity assessments must record: 

• evidence considered 

• inconsistencies noted 

• assumptions rejected 

• confidence level assigned 

This documentation allows future researchers to reassess conclusions as new information 

emerges. 

 

4.15 What Authenticity Does Not Prove 
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Authenticity alone does not establish: 

• rarity 

• significance 

• ship-specific attribution 

• market value 

Each of these requires separate evaluation. Conflating them leads to distorted interpretation. 

 

4.16 Restraint as Professional Practice 

The ethical response to insufficient evidence is restraint. 

Ocean Liner Curator prefers: 

• qualified conclusions 

• preserved uncertainty 

• explicit limits 

Overstatement damages credibility more than non-conclusion. 

 

4.17 Transition to Attribution 

With authenticity frameworks established, the next section examines how objects become linked 

to specific ships, voyages, or events—and why those links so often fail under scrutiny. 

Part V addresses attribution, provenance, and the mechanics of misattribution. 
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PART V 

Attribution, Provenance & Misattribution 

 

5.1 Why Attribution Is the Most Fragile Claim 

Attribution is the act of linking an object to a specific ship, voyage, individual, or historical 

event. It is also the most fragile and most frequently overstated claim in maritime collecting. 

Unlike period authenticity—which may be established through materials and manufacture—

attribution often relies on incomplete records, circumstantial evidence, or later narratives. Ocean 

Liner Curator therefore treats attribution as a separate analytical process, not a natural extension 

of authenticity. 

 

5.2 Distinguishing Attribution from Authenticity 

Authenticity and attribution are frequently—and incorrectly—treated as interchangeable. 

• An object may be authentic to its period without being attributable to a specific ship. 

• An object may be authentically branded without having been used aboard a vessel. 

• An object may be authentically maritime without being tied to a notable event or voyage. 

Attribution requires additional evidence beyond what is needed to establish authenticity alone. 

 

5.3 Provenance: Definition and Limits 

Definition 

Provenance refers to the documented ownership history of an object after its creation. 

Provenance may include: 

• purchase records 

• inheritance documentation 

• collection inventories 

• exhibition histories 
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Limits 

Provenance documents custody, not origin. A continuous ownership chain does not 

automatically establish shipboard use or specific association. 

Ocean Liner Curator records provenance precisely but evaluates attribution independently. 

 

5.4 How Attribution Errors Begin 

Most attribution errors are not fraudulent. 

They commonly originate from: 

• assumptions made during cataloging 

• shorthand descriptions (“from Titanic era”) 

• well-meaning family stories 

• speculative language becoming fixed over time 

Once written down, these assumptions may be repeated until they appear authoritative. 

 

5.5 The Role of Famous Ships 

Objects associated with famous ships attract disproportionate attribution pressure. 

Names such as Titanic, Olympic, Lusitania, and Normandie exert cultural gravity that 

encourages speculative linkage. Ocean Liner Curator applies heightened skepticism proportional 

to a ship’s fame. 

The more famous the ship, the higher the evidentiary threshold required. 

 

5.6 Attribution by Elimination 

Some claims rely on eliminating alternatives rather than proving association. 

Examples include: 

• “It must be from Ship A because Ship B was refitted later” 

• “No other ship could have used this design” 
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Attribution by elimination is inherently weak and must be treated cautiously. Absence of 

contrary evidence is not evidence of attribution. 

 

5.7 Chain-of-Custody Breaks 

Many provenance narratives contain gaps. 

Each undocumented transfer weakens attribution confidence, particularly when: 

• object descriptions change over time 

• supporting documents disappear 

• new claims emerge late in the chain 

Ocean Liner Curator documents gaps explicitly rather than smoothing them over. 

 

5.8 Documentary and Photographic Evidence 

The strongest attribution support comes from contemporaneous documentation. 

This may include: 

• photographs showing the object in situ 

• ship inventories or requisition lists 

• labeled storage or catalog records 

• correspondence referencing specific objects 

Even documentary evidence must be evaluated for scope. Presence in a photograph does not 

necessarily imply permanence or exclusivity. 

 

5.9 Oral Histories and Family Narratives 

Oral histories can preserve valuable contextual information, especially when documentation is 

scarce. 

However, memory is subject to: 

• reinterpretation 

• compression 

• prestige association over time 
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Ocean Liner Curator records oral histories as narrative evidence unless independently 

corroborated. 

 

5.10 Institutional Labels and Legacy Errors 

Museum labels, catalogs, and databases often inherit earlier interpretations. 

Institutional errors may persist due to: 

• resource limitations 

• lack of periodic review 

• public-facing simplification 

Institutional authority does not override evidentiary analysis. Discrepancies are documented 

respectfully and transparently. 

 

5.11 The Mechanics of Misattribution 

Misattribution typically follows a recognizable pattern: 

1. An assumption is made 

2. The assumption is recorded 

3. The record is repeated 

4. Repetition creates perceived fact 

5. Correction becomes socially or institutionally difficult 

Understanding this pattern helps prevent repetition of error. 

 

5.12 Degrees of Attribution Confidence 

Ocean Liner Curator expresses attribution using graduated confidence levels, such as: 

• Documented Attribution — supported by primary evidence 

• Probable Attribution — strong cumulative support 

• Possible Attribution — plausible but unconfirmed 

• Unattributed — no reliable basis for specific association 

Clear labeling prevents speculation from becoming fixed belief. 
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5.13 Correcting the Record 

Correcting misattribution is an act of stewardship, not criticism. 

Corrections should: 

• document the reason for revision 

• preserve earlier interpretations as historical artifacts 

• avoid assigning blame 

Accuracy strengthens collections and scholarship alike. 

 

5.14 Public Communication of Attribution 

Public-facing descriptions should prioritize clarity and restraint. 

Preferred practices include: 

• stating evidence explicitly 

• qualifying uncertainty 

• avoiding definitive language unless warranted 

Responsible communication protects credibility and public trust. 

 

5.15 When Not to Attribute 

In some cases, the most responsible conclusion is non-attribution. 

Refraining from speculation: 

• preserves historical integrity 

• prevents future correction 

• reflects professional confidence 

Silence can be an ethical choice. 
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5.16 Transition to Ethics and Stewardship 

With attribution mechanisms examined, the guide now turns to ethical responsibility and public 

stewardship. 

Part VI addresses the obligations of collectors, researchers, and institutions when interpreting 

and presenting maritime history. 
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PART VI 

Ethics, Stewardship & Public Responsibility 

 

6.1 Why Ethics Are Central to Maritime History 

Maritime history occupies a unique position in public memory. Ocean liners are associated not 

only with technology and commerce, but with migration, labor, disaster, and national identity. 

Objects and narratives linked to them therefore carry cultural weight beyond their material form. 

Ethical practice ensures that this weight is handled responsibly. Without ethical discipline, even 

well-researched material can become distorted through exaggeration, selective presentation, or 

silence about uncertainty. 

Ocean Liner Curator treats ethics not as an optional consideration, but as a core methodological 

requirement. 

 

6.2 Collectors and Researchers as Stewards 

Collectors, researchers, and interpreters hold custody, not ownership, of historical truth. 

Objects may be privately owned, but: 

• their historical meaning extends beyond individual possession 

• their interpretation influences public understanding 

• their documentation may outlast current custodians 

Stewardship requires humility, transparency, and a willingness to revise conclusions when 

evidence changes. 

 

6.3 The Difference Between Care and Control 

Caring for an object does not grant authority to control its narrative. 

Ethical stewardship recognizes that: 

• interpretation is provisional 
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• documentation is cumulative 

• no single individual “settles” history 

Ocean Liner Curator avoids presenting conclusions as final or exclusive. 

 

6.4 Public Interpretation as a Long-Term Act 

Once a claim enters public circulation, it is difficult to remove—even when proven incorrect. 

Public interpretation therefore carries long-term consequences: 

• repeated errors become institutionalized 

• myths resist correction 

• later revisions may appear controversial rather than corrective 

Ethical practice favors precision at the outset over confidence that must later be withdrawn. 

 

6.5 Language as an Ethical Tool 

Language choices have ethical implications. 

Inflated or ambiguous phrasing can: 

• exaggerate certainty 

• imply evidence that does not exist 

• encourage speculative association 

Ocean Liner Curator uses restrained language intentionally. Qualification is not weakness; it is 

accuracy. 

 

6.6 Avoiding Prestige Inflation 

Prestige inflation occurs when objects are presented as more significant, rarer, or more directly 

connected to famous ships than evidence supports. 

Motivations may include: 

• market pressure 

• desire for recognition 
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• narrative appeal 

Ethical interpretation resists these pressures and prioritizes accuracy over acclaim. 

 

6.7 Transparency as a Professional Obligation 

Transparency is foundational to trust. 

Ethical documentation includes: 

• citing sources 

• disclosing uncertainty 

• noting disagreements or gaps 

• explaining why conclusions were reached 

Opacity invites skepticism. Transparency invites collaboration. 

 

6.8 Separating Scholarship from Commerce 

Commerce and scholarship operate under different incentives. 

While collecting often involves financial exchange, historical interpretation must remain 

insulated from: 

• sales narratives 

• market desirability 

• prestige valuation 

Ocean Liner Curator does not align interpretive conclusions with commercial outcomes. 

 

6.9 Correction Without Blame 

Most historical errors arise without malice. 

Ethical correction: 

• addresses claims, not people 

• documents reasons for revision 

• avoids moral judgment 
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Correction strengthens the historical record and should be normalized rather than resisted. 

 

6.10 The Ethics of Silence 

Not every uncertainty must be resolved publicly. 

In some cases: 

• evidence is insufficient 

• speculation would mislead 

• public presentation would harden conjecture 

Choosing not to speculate is sometimes the most responsible action. 

 

6.11 Long-Term Consequences of Misinformation 

Misinformation compounds over time. 

Each repetition: 

• increases resistance to correction 

• embeds error in secondary sources 

• shapes public memory 

Ethical stewardship intervenes early to prevent error from becoming entrenched. 

 

6.12 Institutional and Individual Responsibility 

Ethical standards apply equally to: 

• museums 

• private collectors 

• dealers 

• researchers 

• writers and educators 

Standards should not fluctuate based on audience, venue, or visibility. 

Consistency reinforces legitimacy. 
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6.13 Educating the Public Through Methodology 

Public guides serve an educational role beyond transmitting facts. 

By explaining how conclusions are reached, Ocean Liner Curator empowers readers to: 

• evaluate claims independently 

• recognize evidentiary weakness 

• resist repetition of error 

This democratization of method strengthens the field as a whole. 

 

6.14 Authority and Trust 

Authority is not asserted; it is earned. 

Long-term trust is built through: 

• consistent methodology 

• visible restraint 

• willingness to revise 

• clear ethical posture 

Ocean Liner Curator prioritizes trust over visibility or certainty. 

 

6.15 Ethics as Ongoing Practice 

Ethical stewardship is not a fixed state. 

As: 

• new evidence emerges 

• standards evolve 

• interpretations change 

Ethical responsibility requires continued reflection and revision. 
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6.16 Transition to Applied Methodology 

With ethical principles established, the guide now applies these standards in practice. 

Part VII presents case studies illustrating how research, authenticity, attribution, and ethics 

intersect in real-world scenarios—without targeting specific individuals or institutions. 
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PART VII 

Case Studies & Applied Methodology 

 

7.1 Purpose of Case Studies 

The preceding sections establish principles, frameworks, and ethical obligations. Case studies 

exist to demonstrate how those principles are applied in real situations. 

These cases are: 

• composite scenarios drawn from recurring patterns 

• anonymized by design 

• illustrative rather than exhaustive 

Their purpose is not to adjudicate individual objects, but to show how responsible conclusions 

are reached—or deliberately withheld. 

 

7.2 Case Study A: Period Object Attributed to a Famous 

Ship 

Scenario 

A ceramic tableware piece is described as originating from a famous ocean liner. The object’s 

materials and manufacture are consistent with the correct period, but no documentation links it to 

a specific vessel. 

Analysis 

• Material authenticity: consistent 

• Manufacture: period-appropriate 

• Attribution evidence: absent 

• Repetition factor: claim repeated across listings 

Responsible Conclusion 
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The object is period-authentic but unattributed to a specific ship. Fame of the vessel increases 

scrutiny; absence of documentation limits attribution confidence. 

 

7.3 Case Study B: Strong Provenance, Weak Attribution 

Scenario 

An object has a well-documented family ownership history tracing back several generations. The 

narrative claims shipboard origin, but no contemporaneous documentation exists. 

Analysis 

• Provenance: documented custody 

• Attribution support: narrative only 

• Temporal gap: attribution appears late in the chain 

Responsible Conclusion 

Provenance is preserved and recorded. Ship-specific attribution remains possible but 

unconfirmed. Narrative is documented as context, not evidence. 

 

7.4 Case Study C: Repetition Across Secondary Sources 

Scenario 

A claim appears consistently across books, websites, and museum labels. Investigation reveals 

all sources trace back to a single early publication without citation. 

Analysis 

• Source independence: lacking 

• Primary documentation: absent 

• Perceived consensus: artificial 

Responsible Conclusion 

Claim is widely repeated but unsupported by primary evidence. Repetition is documented but 

does not elevate confidence. 
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7.5 Case Study D: Authentic Object with Later Alteration 

Scenario 

An object shows period-consistent materials and construction, but has undergone visible repair 

or modification. 

Analysis 

• Original material: confirmed 

• Alteration: later, documented 

• Impact: affects originality, not authenticity 

Responsible Conclusion 

Object is authentic with later alteration. Alteration is disclosed. Authenticity is preserved; 

originality is qualified. 

 

7.6 Case Study E: Institutional Label Discrepancy 

Scenario 

An institution displays an object with a simplified label implying shipboard use. Archival 

research reveals uncertainty not reflected publicly. 

Analysis 

• Institutional authority: acknowledged 

• Documentation: incomplete 

• Public presentation: simplified 

Responsible Conclusion 

Discrepancy is documented respectfully. Public description should be revised or qualified. 

Institutional labeling does not override evidentiary limits. 

 

7.7 Case Study F: Decorative Object Misidentified as 

Shipboard 
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Scenario 

A decorative household item incorporates maritime imagery and branding. No evidence supports 

shipboard use. 

Analysis 

• Intended use: decorative 

• Branding: present 

• Shipboard indicators: absent 

Responsible Conclusion 

Object is a period decorative or commercial item. Shipboard attribution is removed. Historical 

interest remains without inflated claims. 

 

7.8 Applying Confidence Levels in Practice 

Each case demonstrates the application of graduated confidence thresholds: 

• Documented when primary evidence exists 

• Probable when cumulative indicators align 

• Possible when plausibility exists without confirmation 

• Unattributed when evidence is insufficient 

Confidence reflects evidence strength, not desirability. 

 

7.9 When the Correct Outcome Is Non-Conclusion 

Some cases do not justify any attribution. 

Choosing not to conclude: 

• prevents misinformation 

• preserves integrity 

• leaves space for future research 

Non-conclusion is a valid and often necessary outcome. 
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7.10 Error Patterns Revealed by Case Studies 

Recurring error patterns include: 

• assumption replacing documentation 

• repetition mistaken for verification 

• prestige bias toward famous ships 

• narrative drift over time 

Recognizing these patterns improves future evaluation. 

 

7.11 Communicating Case Outcomes Publicly 

Public presentation should: 

• state evidence clearly 

• qualify uncertainty 

• avoid sensational language 

Responsible communication protects both audience and historical record. 

 

7.12 Synthesis of Applied Methodology 

Case studies demonstrate how: 

• research discipline 

• source evaluation 

• material analysis 

• authenticity frameworks 

• attribution restraint 

• ethical practice 

operate together as a single methodological system. 

 

7.13 Transition to Conclusion and Appendices 

With methodology demonstrated in practice, the guide now turns to synthesis and reference 

tools. 
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PART VIII 

Conclusion & Appendices 

 

8.1 Purpose of the Conclusion 

The conclusion of this guide does not exist to summarize every preceding section. Instead, it 

clarifies how the parts work together and defines the intellectual posture that Ocean Liner 

Curator maintains going forward. 

This guide advances a single central principle: 

Every framework presented—research methodology, source evaluation, material culture 

analysis, authenticity assessment, attribution discipline, and ethics—exists to support that 

principle. 

 

8.2 What This Guide Ultimately Teaches 

Taken as a whole, this guide teaches readers to: 

• separate evidence from interpretation 

• distinguish authenticity from attribution 

• recognize the limits of documentation 

• resist repetition and prestige bias 

• preserve uncertainty without embarrassment 

The goal is not to reduce interest or enthusiasm, but to channel it responsibly. 

 

8.3 The Value of Method Over Outcome 

Historical conclusions change. Methodology endures. 

An interpretation reached today may be revised tomorrow as: 

• new documents surface 

• archives are digitized 

• collections are reexamined 
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• comparative examples emerge 

A transparent method allows those revisions to occur without undermining credibility. Ocean 

Liner Curator prioritizes method over outcome precisely because it survives correction. 

 

8.4 Authority Through Transparency 

This guide intentionally exposes the mechanics of interpretation rather than obscuring them. 

Authority is earned not by: 

• confident language 

• definitive claims 

• visual presentation 

but by: 

• consistency 

• traceability 

• restraint 

• willingness to revise 

Transparency allows readers to trust conclusions even when they remain provisional. 

 

8.5 Living With Incomplete Histories 

Maritime history is incomplete by nature. 

Ships were refitted, reused, scrapped, and dispersed. Records were lost, destroyed, or never 

created. Objects circulated far beyond their original contexts. 

This incompleteness is not a flaw to be corrected through speculation. It is a condition to be 

acknowledged and respected. 

 

8.6 The Role of the Reader 

This guide does not ask readers to accept its conclusions uncritically. 

Instead, it invites readers to: 
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• apply the same standards independently 

• question unsupported claims 

• document uncertainty 

• contribute responsibly to the historical record 

In doing so, it treats the public not as consumers of information, but as participants in historical 

stewardship. 

 

8.7 Final Position of Ocean Liner Curator 

Ocean Liner Curator positions itself as: 

• evidence-first 

• method-driven 

• ethically restrained 

• transparent about limits 

• resistant to prestige inflation 

This posture is intentional. It favors long-term credibility over short-term visibility. 

 

8.8 Closing Statement 

Historical integrity is not preserved by certainty alone. 

It is preserved by: 

• discipline 

• documentation 

• humility 

• and the willingness to leave some questions unanswered 

This guide exists to make that practice visible, reproducible, and public. 
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APPENDICES 

The following appendices are designed as reference tools. They may be consulted independently 

of the main text. 

 

Appendix A — Source Hierarchy Reference 

For evaluating the evidentiary strength of historical claims. 

Primary Sources 

• Shipyard plans and specifications 

• Company correspondence and records 

• Period photographs 

• Contemporary newspapers 

• Tickets, menus, and onboard documentation 

Secondary Sources 

• Scholarly books 

• Museum catalogs 

• Academic articles 

Tertiary Sources 

• Encyclopedias 

• Popular histories 

• General reference websites 

Commercial Sources 

• Dealer listings 

• Auction catalogs 

• Promotional material 

Claims should be traced as high up this hierarchy as possible. 
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Appendix B — Confidence Level Definitions 

Used consistently throughout Ocean Liner Curator interpretations. 

• Documented 

Supported by primary evidence directly linking the object or claim. 

• Probable 

Strong cumulative evidence with limited documentation. 

• Possible 

Plausible interpretation lacking confirmation. 

• Unattributed 

No reliable basis for specific association. 

Confidence reflects evidence strength, not desirability. 

 

Appendix C — Common Research Pitfalls 

Recurring sources of error include: 

• repetition mistaken for verification 

• prestige bias toward famous ships 

• conflation of provenance and attribution 

• reliance on seller narratives 

• treating uncertainty as failure 

Awareness of these pitfalls is itself a research tool. 

 

Appendix D — Ethical Checklist for Public Interpretation 

Before presenting a claim publicly, ask: 

• Is the claim proportionate to the evidence? 

• Is uncertainty clearly disclosed? 

• Is language precise and restrained? 
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• Are alternative interpretations acknowledged? 

• Would this claim withstand future revision? 

If the answer to any is no, revision is required. 

 

Appendix E — Recommended Documentation Practices 

Responsible documentation should include: 

• source citations 

• notes on discrepancies 

• rejected interpretations 

• confidence levels 

• revision history 

Documentation protects both the present interpretation and future scholarship. 

 

Appendix F — On Revision and Versioning 

This guide is intended as a living reference. 

Revisions should: 

• document what changed 

• explain why 

• preserve earlier versions 

Revision is evidence of integrity, not error. 

 

 


	Ocean Liner Curator —
	Definitive Guide to Evidence and Attribution
	TABLE OF CONTENTS

	PART I
	Foundations & Research Methodology
	1.1 Purpose of This Guide
	1.2 Scope of Historical Focus
	1.3 What This Guide Is — and Is Not
	This guide is:
	This guide is not:

	1.4 Research as a Disciplined Process
	1.5 Establishing a Ship Baseline
	1.6 Why Baselines Matter
	1.7 Primary Sources: Definition and Priority
	Definition
	Limitations

	1.8 Secondary Sources: Use and Caution
	1.9 Tertiary and Summary Sources
	1.10 The Problem of Repetition
	1.11 Research Notes and Documentation
	1.12 Language Discipline in Research
	1.13 The Role of Uncertainty
	1.14 Transition to Source Evaluation

	PART II
	Source Reliability & Evaluating Historical Claims
	2.1 Why Source Evaluation Matters
	2.2 Authority vs. Evidence
	2.3 Categories of Sources
	2.3.1 Primary Sources
	2.3.2 Secondary Sources
	2.3.3 Tertiary Sources
	2.3.4 Commercial Sources

	2.4 Source Hierarchy Is Not Source Elitism
	2.5 The Problem of Repetition
	2.6 Circular Citation
	2.7 Institutional Sources and Their Limits
	2.8 Digital Sources and the Internet Era
	2.9 Evaluating Conflicting Accounts
	2.10 Extraordinary Claims and Proportional Evidence
	2.11 Language as a Signal of Reliability
	2.12 Preserving Uncertainty
	2.13 Research Notes and Traceability
	2.14 Transition to Material Culture

	PART III
	Maritime Material Culture & Object Typology
	3.1 Why Material Culture Matters
	3.2 Defining Maritime Material Culture
	3.3 Authenticity vs. Association
	3.4 Shipboard-Issue Objects
	Definition

	3.5 Company-Issued but Shore-Based Objects
	3.6 Passenger Ephemera
	3.7 Commercial Souvenirs and Licensed Goods
	3.8 Unlicensed and Decorative Objects
	3.9 Intended Use as the Primary Interpretive Lens
	3.10 Production Context and Industrial Capability
	3.11 Quantity, Survival, and Perceived Rarity
	3.12 Wear, Damage, and Use Evidence
	3.13 Typology as an Analytical Tool
	3.14 The Single-Object Fallacy
	3.15 Language and Labeling Discipline
	3.16 Transition to Authenticity Assessment

	PART IV
	Authenticity Assessment Frameworks
	4.1 Why Authenticity Requires a Framework
	4.2 Authenticity Is Not a Single Claim
	4.3 The Limits of Absolute Proof
	4.4 Cumulative Evidence as the Core Principle
	4.5 Materials Analysis
	4.6 Manufacturing Techniques and Construction
	4.7 Design Language and Stylistic Consistency
	4.8 Wear Patterns and Use Evidence
	4.9 Alteration, Repair, and Restoration
	4.10 Provenance as Supporting Evidence
	4.11 Comparative Analysis
	4.12 Reproductions, Replicas, and Later Issues
	4.13 Confidence Thresholds
	4.14 Documenting the Assessment Process
	4.15 What Authenticity Does Not Prove
	4.16 Restraint as Professional Practice
	4.17 Transition to Attribution

	PART V
	Attribution, Provenance & Misattribution
	5.1 Why Attribution Is the Most Fragile Claim
	5.2 Distinguishing Attribution from Authenticity
	5.3 Provenance: Definition and Limits
	Definition
	Limits

	5.4 How Attribution Errors Begin
	5.5 The Role of Famous Ships
	5.6 Attribution by Elimination
	5.7 Chain-of-Custody Breaks
	5.8 Documentary and Photographic Evidence
	5.9 Oral Histories and Family Narratives
	5.10 Institutional Labels and Legacy Errors
	5.11 The Mechanics of Misattribution
	5.12 Degrees of Attribution Confidence
	5.13 Correcting the Record
	5.14 Public Communication of Attribution
	5.15 When Not to Attribute
	5.16 Transition to Ethics and Stewardship

	PART VI
	Ethics, Stewardship & Public Responsibility
	6.1 Why Ethics Are Central to Maritime History
	6.2 Collectors and Researchers as Stewards
	6.3 The Difference Between Care and Control
	6.4 Public Interpretation as a Long-Term Act
	6.5 Language as an Ethical Tool
	6.6 Avoiding Prestige Inflation
	6.7 Transparency as a Professional Obligation
	6.8 Separating Scholarship from Commerce
	6.9 Correction Without Blame
	6.10 The Ethics of Silence
	6.11 Long-Term Consequences of Misinformation
	6.12 Institutional and Individual Responsibility
	6.13 Educating the Public Through Methodology
	6.14 Authority and Trust
	6.15 Ethics as Ongoing Practice
	6.16 Transition to Applied Methodology

	PART VII
	Case Studies & Applied Methodology
	7.1 Purpose of Case Studies
	7.2 Case Study A: Period Object Attributed to a Famous Ship
	Scenario
	Analysis
	Responsible Conclusion

	7.3 Case Study B: Strong Provenance, Weak Attribution
	Scenario
	Analysis
	Responsible Conclusion

	7.4 Case Study C: Repetition Across Secondary Sources
	Scenario
	Analysis
	Responsible Conclusion

	7.5 Case Study D: Authentic Object with Later Alteration
	Scenario
	Analysis
	Responsible Conclusion

	7.6 Case Study E: Institutional Label Discrepancy
	Scenario
	Analysis
	Responsible Conclusion

	7.7 Case Study F: Decorative Object Misidentified as Shipboard
	Scenario
	Analysis
	Responsible Conclusion

	7.8 Applying Confidence Levels in Practice
	7.9 When the Correct Outcome Is Non-Conclusion
	7.10 Error Patterns Revealed by Case Studies
	7.11 Communicating Case Outcomes Publicly
	7.12 Synthesis of Applied Methodology
	7.13 Transition to Conclusion and Appendices

	PART VIII
	Conclusion & Appendices
	8.1 Purpose of the Conclusion
	8.2 What This Guide Ultimately Teaches
	8.3 The Value of Method Over Outcome
	8.4 Authority Through Transparency
	8.5 Living With Incomplete Histories
	8.6 The Role of the Reader
	8.7 Final Position of Ocean Liner Curator
	8.8 Closing Statement

	APPENDICES
	Appendix A — Source Hierarchy Reference
	Appendix B — Confidence Level Definitions
	Appendix C — Common Research Pitfalls
	Appendix D — Ethical Checklist for Public Interpretation
	Appendix E — Recommended Documentation Practices
	Appendix F — On Revision and Versioning




