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ABSTRACT: Despite striking differences in methods and techniques, archives
and museums-especially history museums-share much in common.
Moreover, recent developments in both fields are increasing the area of com-
monality. Although it is hardly startling, I reached this realization only as a
result of on-the-job experience-on the museum's collections committee (which
approves all major acquisitions), in developing registration procedures with the
museum's registrar's office, and through participation in seminars, colloquia,
and informal discussion. Like many archivists, I suspect, my understanding of
the museum world had previously been exclusively from the perspective of a
visitor to museum exhibitions.

Based on my more recent experience, I would like to identify some of the
areas common to museums and archives, and to encourage archivists to seek out
greater involvement with colleagues in the museum community.

At the outset, it is essential to acknowledge that a good deal of inter-profes-
sional contact already has occurred. A decade ago the Smithsonian Institution
sponsored a seminar on museum archives that drew together leaders in both
fields and issued guidelines for museum archives programs. Periodically since
then the Smithsonian has sponsored week-long training programs for museum
professionals in archival practice.

In 1981 the Society of American Archivists (SAA) created a Task Force on
Museum Archives which has since evolved into an active roundtable with an
excellent newsletter that reaches 273 readers and, most recently, into a formal
"section" within SAA.' In 1984 the SAA published Bill Deiss's basic manual on
museum archives. 2 The NHPRC has lent its support to this cause by awarding
33 grants, totalling three-quarters of a million dollars, for "archival develop-
ment projects" in museums since 1978. 3

The museum community itself has initiated important steps. For example, the
New England Museum Association last year held its second annual archives
institute. The 1989 annual meeting of the American Association of Museums
(AAM) included two archives-related sessions. One, entitled Manuscript
Collecting in Museums: Issues and Strategies, addressed what the printed pro-
gram described as "an area of museum collections that has long gone
unrecognized." The description continued, "We are discovering that there are
few standards available to guide the museum community in the care and inter-
pretation of these collections." This session, which drew an audience of ninety,
represents a significant expansion of archives-museum contacts beyond a focus
on museum records. 4
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For archivists, perhaps the best known professional activity within the muse-
um field is the AAM accreditation program. Begun in 1970, the program
consists of a rigorous self-study element, an on-site accreditation review, and
periodic reaccreditation. More than six hundred museums, including a majority
of the nation's largest museums (those with budgets over $500,000), are accred-
ited despite the significant direct and indirect costs to applicants.' Most of them
prominently display the accreditation sticker and plaque. From first-hand expe-
rience, I know that even a large and prominent federal museum can take this
process very seriously.

The AAM's Museum Assessment Program (MAP) is a separate but closely
related activity. Funded by the Institute of Museum Services, a federal govern-
ment agency, MAP is "a consultation service designed to assist the leadership of
an institution in planning for the future." Well over 1,600 museums have partici-
pated in MAP's general evaluation program and in its more recent program
emphasizing care of collections.6

The museum community's success in establishing and-in part-federally
funding these two programs stands as a highly relevant model for our own
efforts to improve archival institutions. Archivists, of course, have made sub-
stantial progress in this area already. The SAA publication, Archives
Assessment and Planning Workbook (1989), edited by Paul McCarthy, culmi-
nates a decade of labor in identifying principles by which we can evaluate
archival programs and in linking these principles to data about the actual perfor-
mance of archival institutions. SAA's new Committee on Institutional
Evaluation and Development, chaired by Tom Wilsted, now faces the challenge
of creating programs by which we can put this evaluation tool to work. In the
next decade archivists should carefully scrutinize institutional accreditation,
especially as practiced in the museum field, to determine if it is an appropriate
means to improve our professional practice.

One of the most significant aspects of accreditation is its role as a spur to
articulation of new standards for the field. Although the basic framework of
the AAM's accreditation program remains unchanged, it has incorporated new
standards as they emerge. For example, much greater attention is now given to
the care of collections, including registration, and to professional ethics. Of spe-
cial note to archivists, the AAM has incorporated into its accreditation review
questions about the management of the applicant museum's archival records.7The major professional organization in the history museum field, the
American Association for State and Local History (AASLH), has renewed its
attention to the issue of standards. David Crosson, of the State Historical
Society of Iowa, reported on his committee's first year of work in words strik-
ingly similar to the initial efforts of the SAA's Task Force on Archival
Standards chaired by Tom Hickerson. Crosson's group attempted to define what
we mean by the term "standards," to identify existing standards in the
field-they located at least 38-and to identify areas where new or revised stan-
dards are needed. The committee pledged to work with the various professions
within the historical agency field (including the SAA through its national office)
and to focus on standards for institutions rather than for individuals. Finally, the
committee is considering ways to enforce standards without making AASLH
a regulatory body. Suggestions include publicizing standards widely and requir-
ing organizations to agree to abide by them as a condition of membership.
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The development and implementation of standards for individual and institu-
tional activities is a basic responsibility of every professional group. Today,
because both archivists and museum professionals are deeply involved in this
task, we have a great deal to learn from one another. In some areas there is a
direct overlap of professional practice: for example, in the treatment of archival
materials (both institutional records and acquired collections) within museum
registration systems. In other areas, such as individual and institutional ethics,
we should strive for consistency both in concept and expression. (The SAA
Task Force on Ethics is now reexamining the code of ethics for archivists and
developing related teaching materials.) We will strengthen our status and our
ability to achieve our larger professional goals by acknowledging and building
upon interests shared with other keepers of our cultural heritage.

Although the development and enforcement of standards is an active, contin-
uing concern of the museum community, it is not the area of greatest intellectual
ferment and debate. Within the history museum community, at least, that fer-
ment and debate surrounds a group of issues that emerge from a critical
rethinking of the fundamental purposes of the history museum. This new think-
ing about history museums is of special interest to archivists because many of
the issues are the same ones that now engage our own profession: information
exchange, collecting in the post-World War II period, and the adequacy of our
collections to document our history. Each of these areas presents opportunities
and challenges for greater collaboration with museum colleagues.

The rethinking of American history museums has its own long history, but
the Conference on A Common Agenda for History Museums (February 1987)
represented a significant movement toward an organized discussion of the topic
and toward concerted action on the critical issues. The conference partici-
pants--directors, curators, historians, registrars, and one archivist--came from
many of the major, and some of the smaller, history museums across the United
States. 9 From this two-day conference, Common Agenda has evolved into a
grant-funded "core program" of the AASLH, with an office and staff in the
Smithsonian Institution's National Museum of American History, a series of
published proceedings and special reports, and a mailing list of more than
1,200. But the essence of Common Agenda is more difficult to define. One
founder calls it "a state of mind," others call it "catalytic," "issue-oriented,"
"interdisciplinary," "collaborative," and "a vehicle...for action.""0

What motivated so many well-known (and busy) leaders in the history muse-
um field to create and support this new and difficult-to-define "Common
Agenda"? The first factor, perhaps, is a growing consensus within the field
that the first priority for history museums is to teach people about history. As
Roger Kennedy, the sometimes flamboyant director of the National Museum of
American History, told Newsweek, "I'll teach history to anybody I can get my
mitts on .... I don't care if they come in here to see Archie Bunker's chair. Once
we get 'em in the door, there are innumerable other things they'll catch out of
the comer of their eyes.""'

Although the simple proposition that history museums exist to teach history
seems quite undramatic, in fact it flies in the face of much past practice. For one
thing, it presupposes a history that is based on research-in artifacts, archives,
books, and other relevant sources. This is "history" in the way the term is used
by scholars, not in the popular sense of received knowledge and common under-
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standing. It also is history that accepts nonelites and diverse cultures as integral
parts of the stories museums tell.

This commitment to teaching history places museum collections in a new
light. Steven Hamp and Michael Ettema of the Ford Museum and Greenfield
Village put it this way: "Collections of objects are tools for implementing the
educational mission of a history museum. ....History museums cannot collect by
personal whim, market value, or aesthetic exceptionalism.' 2 Historian Michael
Wallace makes a similar observation: "Museums have shifted away from focus-
ing taxonomically on explicating or enshrining objects toward using objects to
explain social relations." 3

This shift in perspective was brought home to me in a recent conversation
with a military history curator. In line with his own research interests, and with
his museum's interest in the social history of the American people, this curator
wished to expand the collecting scope of his department. In particular, he sought
from World War II veterans the memorabilia that they had held on to for so
many years. Taken together, these worn snapshots, postcards, mementos, and
trinkets would reflect the lives of ordinary soldiers and the ways their memories
were tied to material objects. The curator's colleagues resisted, however. To
them the proper objects of military history are the technology or hardware and
the official uniforms.

The military history example illustrates an essential corollary of this
approach to collections. The odds and ends of memorabilia that a veteran has
carried about for nearly half a century have meaning only as they are linked to
that individual and to his or her story. Nicholas Westbrook, formerly of the
Minnesota Historical Society, makes the general point when he observes: "Lives
rather than things are increasingly the focus .... We need to be collecting not only
fine objects...but also the stories of the lives that gave meaning to those
objects." Westbrook calls this "collecting context as well as object."14

A deep concern over the quantity and quality of information about the objects
in history museum collections is widespread in the field. Lonn Taylor, a sea-
soned museum professional now at the National Museum of American History,
calls the problem "an endemic disease in history museums." He writes: "The
one area [of museum practice] in which much improvement has not been shown
is the core of our existence: researching and documenting our collections."
Taylor describes the current problem and several promising documentation
efforts. He calls for additional research projects, funded by new or redirected
federal grant funds, to consider what actually constitutes adequate documenta-
tion and to devise model systems to acquire, record, and make documentary
information accessible. Taylor concludes on a hopeful note, recognizing that
numerous historic American buildings have been "investigated, recorded, and
placed on a national or state register that guarantees them [at least] some degree
of protection and makes their documentation available to the public. 5

As the concepts of "collecting context" and "documentation" gain currency
in the history museum community, museum acquisition activities easily and
inevitably spill over into collecting what most of us consider "archival" materi-
als. The formerly clear distinctions between museums and archives, based on
the type of materials they collected, have grown terribly blurred. Indeed, a
Common Agenda report on collecting recent and contemporary history adds
recordings as a "new category" of objects that museums might acquire. These
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recordings (audio or video), along with "flat material: visual and/or written,"
now take their places alongside more traditional three-dimensional objects on
the list of potential museum acquisitions. 16

Even those archivists who have kept up only slightly with the professional lit-
erature recognize that these developments in the history museum field have
close parallels within our profession. We already have a substantial literature
explaining documentation strategy as a theoretical concept as well as case stud-
ies of its actual application.' 7 Indeed, Melinda Frye, director of the Common
Agenda project on collecting, acknowledged the influence of archival thinking
in a panel discussion reported in Museum News. "Driven in part by some of the
things archivists are discovering," she says, "we're realizing that it's not just
collecting facts anymore, but it's documenting human experience of the recent
past and today."' 8

The convergence of these intellectual interests provides a framework for
future cooperation between archivists and museum professionals. For example,
archivists who have grappled with the process of developing collection plans
might join with museum colleagues to sponsor a national conference on
that topic. The results of such a conference should be disseminated within the
archival community to add to our all-too-thin literature on this topic. Archivists
and museum colleagues could come together, perhaps with librarians, documen-
tary photographers, and oral historians to undertake exemplary documentation
projects that no single discipline could accomplish on its own. A model project,
which developed a workable methodology, would be a valuable addition to
the archival bag of tools. Certainly archivists can learn more from museum
colleagues about the kinds of records they find useful for research in mate-
rial culture. And perhaps as archivists we can learn to improve our own tech-
niques for documenting the contexts that are essential to understanding our
collections.

My own limited and ad hoc experience confirms that museum and archives
professionals can cooperate to produce a richer historical record. Last year, for
example, an archival colleague and I joined with museum specialists in small
tools and machinery and in pianos to select records and artifacts from a defunct
manufacturer of ivory products and piano key actions. Their assistance was
essential in appraising the voluminous technical drawings and the industry ref-
erence files among the company records. Our collaboration also assured that
archival documentation of the artifacts they selected would be as complete as
possible.

The archival profession has a legitimate concern that museums adopt appro-
priate practices for management of archival materials. The growing number of
museum archivists is one reassuring sign, as is the appearance of annual meet-
ing sessions such as the one at AAM. At this year's AASLH meeting two
former staff members of the Kansas City Museum, an archivist and a registrar,
reported on their adaptation of museum registration procedures to accommodate
the needs of archival practice. The intense discussions that their efforts generat-
ed within their museum had forced both professionals to examine the
fundamental concepts and principles upon which their respective practices were
based. The resulting system, which weds the flexibility of archival procedures
with the precision and concern for accountability of museum registration, may
prove a model for both archives and museums.19
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The museum community's concern over documentation (in its several senses)
has heightened interest in another kind of collaboration: sharing information
within and among museums. The concept of documentation and the ubiquity
of mass-produced goods, among other things, encourage museums to view
their present and prospective collections as parts of a whole and to view knowl-
edge about them as essential to all other museum activity, especially collecting
and interpretation. Summarizing the need for communication and collaboration,
Nick Westbrook put it succinctly: "Perhaps we don't all need to collect toasters
of the 1930s!" ' 2°

The importance of information exchange to the museum world was evident in
the creation of a Database Task Force as one of the first two activities of
Common Agenda. The task force has published its final report, including a list-
ing (with definitions) of the minimum data fields for describing museum
objects. Perhaps the most notable feature of this report is its call for creation of
a "historical information file.... separate from the object catalog, to accumu-
late.. information about people, organizations, places, events, and concepts. '21

This idea is quite similar to a proposal by David Bearman and others for
archival information systems.22 A file such as this would be of immense value,
especially in an institution with both archival and museum functions, or shared
regionally or nationally among archives and museums.

The notion of a MARC format to describe history museum objects remains a
lively item of debate despite the hesitation of the Common Agenda Database
Task Force about this option. Certainly the idea of linking museum object infor-
mation with library and archives information is appealing. Many of the
archives, library, and museum representatives at a Common Agenda conference
on collections information automation (June 1989), believed that this is techni-
cally possible, although politically difficult.23 Participants in the SAA annual
meeting in 1989 heard a report on efforts by the Research Libraries Group to
develop an integrated information system for all these forms of information. 4

Before concluding, I want to recommend four specific actions that archivists
and history museum colleagues can take in a spirit of collaboration.

First, as I have suggested, we should maintain a dialogue on the perennial
issues of standards and ethics. Perhaps we even need to establish a "joint com-
mittee" structure to facilitate such communications.

Second, archivists should look carefully at the applicability of the principles
of museum registration practice in archival settings. Of course we are not about
to number items, but a centralized, secure information file for each archival
unit, physically separate from the actual holdings, may be an appropriate strate-
gy to assure security and accountability.

Third, archives and museums should explore our common interest in history
education. Many archivists recognize that teaching about the significance and
use of archival materials (and of the institutions that care for them) is essential
to a public understanding of our larger mission. Local activities in this vein
might include a session on archival sources in a museum lecture series, archival
participation in popular museum activities such as "bring your stuff in to the
curator days," and explicit acknowledgment of archival documentation within
interpretive exhibits.

Fourth, we can look to Common Agenda as a structure in which collaboration
can be fostered. The Common Agenda is specifically charged with creating such
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collaborations and its advisory committee includes archival representation.
Individuals interested in Common Agenda can follow its activities by receiving
special mailings-just ask to be put on the mailing list-and through regular
reports in AASLH's newsletter, History News Dispatch, and in articles in the
AASLH journal History News.

In summary, then, I have suggested several ways in which internal develop-
ments in the museum and archives fields have created a greater commonality of
thought and raised issues of common concern. And I have suggested some mod-
est steps to address these issues and concerns.

A different paper--or one twice as long-would have focused on the external
forces impinging on both communities. Here it is only possible to briefly men-
tion these forces, some of which have been suggested previously. Changes in
historical scholarship over the past several decades have legitimized inquiry
into a wide range of topics once largely ignored. At the same time scholars
gradually have come to accept material culture-the stuff of history museum
collections-as an appropriate object of study in itself and as a legitimate kind
of historical evidence, especially when illuminated by documentary evidence.

Thoughtful historians also have come to recognize that only a small portion
of what Americans learn about history occurs in the classroom. Scholarly col-
laboration in teaching history through museum exhibitions and other activities
and scholarly acceptance of such "public history" activities is gradually grow-
ing. The availability of funding for such alternative ways of doing history has
been important. In particular, the National Endowment for the Humanities has
encouraged interpretive exhibitions and the collaboration of museum and aca-
demic professionals in their creation. Additionally, the structure of NEH has
lumped archives and museums together in its programs to increase access to
research collections and to preserve them. The sharp lines that the two fields
traditionally draw about themselves seem not to be terribly important when
viewed from a larger, different perspective of the humanities as a whole.

Increasingly rapid changes in information technologies and communications
also contribute to greater museum and archives interaction. Much of the activity
in archives, museums, and libraries involves the creation and use of information
about their collections. The vast capacity of modern computers to store and
make this information available offers an enormous incentive to institutions in
these fields to adopt common standards and definitions and thereby realize both
improved service and economies of scale and efficiency that these technologies
can produce.

A final factor must be the constant scramble for funding throughout the non-
profit sector. This creates pressures for greater productivity, efficiency, and
service, and undermines parochial appeals to traditional distinctions and "ways
we have always done it." This pressure also forces all institutions to justify their
existence more frequently and more convincingly.

It is my hope that both the archives and museum communities will respond to
these opportunities and challenges with a new, clear vision and a recognition of
our shared commitment to understand and to preserve our cultural heritage.



74 THE MIDWESTERN ARCHIVIST Vol. XV, No. 2,1990

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: As chief archivist at the National Museum of
American History, Smithsonian Institution, John Fleckner directs a manuscripts
and special collections program that he helped to establish in 1982. As an
archivist at the State Historical Society of Wisconsin from 1971 to 1982, he had
a variety of responsibilities. This paper is a slightly revised version of a plenary
address to the Midwest Archives Conference in East Lansing, Michigan, in
September 1989.

NOTES
1. National Historical Publications and Records Commission, Federal Funding for Museum

Archives: A Report to the Commission (Washington, D.C., 1988), 9. Theresa Rini Percy pro-
vides a useful summary of the museum archives movement in "Greetings from the Chair" and
"'Confront the Dragon': The New England Museum Association and Old Sturbridge Village
Museum Archives Institute 1990," Museum Archivist: Newsletter of the Museum Archives
Roundtable 4 (September 1990): 1-2, 14-15.

2. William A. Deiss, Museum Archives: An Introduction (Chicago: Society of American
Archivists, 1984).

3. NHPRC, Federal Funding for Museum Archives, 7.
4. Kathleen Hartt, "AAM Annual Meeting," Museum Archivist 3 (September 1989): 2-3.
5. Jean Weber, "Accreditation and Small Museums," Museum News (December 1986): 13-17.
6. Kim Igoe, "How to Put Your Museum on the MAP," ibid., 19-22.
7. Weber, "Accreditation," 13.
8. "Report to the Membership: Standards in Historical Organization" (Unpublished presentations

by David Crosson and H. Nicholas Muller, III, at the annual meeting of AASLH, 8 September
1989).

9. Lonn W. Taylor, ed., A Common Agenda for History Museums: Conference Proceedings,
February 19-20, 1987 (Nashville: American Association for State and Local History, 1987).

10. "Common Agenda for History Museums," History News 44 (May/June 1989): 10-11.
11. Bill Barol, "The Stuff of History," Newsweek, 24 April 1989, 80-81.
12. Steven K. Hamp and Michael J. Ettema, "To Collect or to Educate? Some History Museums

Discover They Can't Do One Without the Other," Museum News (September/October 1989):
42.

13. Michael Wallace, "The Future of History Museums," History News 44 (July/August 1989): 32.
14. Nicholas Westbrook, "Needs and Opportunities: Interpretation and Collections," in Taylor, ed.,

A Common Agenda, 20.
15. Lonn Taylor, "A Focus for Common Agenda: The Documentation of History Museum

Collections," History News 44 (May/June 1989): 26-29.
16. "Collecting Recent and Contemporary History in the 20th Century: Approaches and Advice,"

(Unpublished report, The Common Agenda, August 1989, 6 pp.).
17. See, for example, Richard J. Cox, "A Documentation Strategy Case Study: Western New York,"

American Archivist 52 (Spring 1989): 192-200. Cox cites other literature on the topic.
18. "Collecting Thoughts," Museum News (September/October 1989): 55.
19. "Museum Registration of Archival Materials" (Unpublished presentations by Paul Eisloeffel

and Lisa Gavin at the annual meeting of AASLH, 9 September 1989).
20. Westbrook, "Needs and Opportunities," 20.
21. James R. Blackaby, chair, "Special Report 3: Managing Historical Data: The Report of the

Common Agenda Task Force," History News 44 (September/October 1989), n.p.
22. See for example, David Bearman and Richard Szary, "Beyond Authority Headings: Authorities

as Reference Files in a Multi-Disciplinary Setting," in Authority Control Symposium, Papers
presented during the 14th Annual ARLIS/NA Conference, New York, N.Y., February 10, 1986,
ed. by Karen Muller (Tucson, Ariz.: Art Libraries Society of North America, 1987), 69-78.

23. "Automation Concerns: A Dialogue Among Archivists, Librarians, and the Museum
Community" (Unpublished paper, 26 October 1989). Available from AASLH-Common
Agenda, MBB-66, National Museum of American History, Washington, DC 20560.



ARCHIVES AND MUSEUMS 75

24. The RLG Archives and Museum Information System (AMIS) project, coordinated by David
Bearman, involved eight participating institutions. Excerpts from Ellen Dunlap's remarks at the
SAA meeting appeared in "Rosenbach Director Talks About AMIS," Research Libraries
Group News 21 (Winter 1990): 17-19.



76 THE MIDWESTERN ARCHIVIST

Yes! I would like to know more about UMI Article Clearinghouse.
I am interested in electronic ordering through the following system(s):
E- DIALOG/Dialorder F- ITT Dialcom
El OnTyme El OCLC ILL Subsystem
0 Other (please specify)
7 I am interested in sending my order by mail.

El Please send me your current catalog and user instructions for the
system(s) I checked above.

Name
Title
Institution/Company
Department
Address
City State Zip
Phone (
Mail to: University Microfilms International
300 North Zeeb Road, Box 91 Ann Arbor, MI48106

Vol. XV, No. 2, 1990


