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Richard Cox recently reminded the American archival profession
yet again that our "past is prologue" and described the history of
archival enterprise in the United States as weak, uneven, and full of
large and numerous holes.' So it was with the relief of the besieged
sighting the dust of the approaching cavalry that I received the news
of the imminent publication of our profession's first comprehen-
sive, reflective work, Archival Theory and Practice in the United
States: A Historical Analysis, by Richard Berner. At last, an experi-
enced and well-published practitioner would achieve what all had
been calling for-a benchmark book tracing the development of
American archival principles and practices and highlighting those
points of genuine progress and contribution which are so hard to
identify as events unfold day-to-day.

Richard Berner brings credentials to the task that increase one's
expectations for the product. He is head of the University Archives
and Manuscript Division of the University of Washington Libraries,
a position he has held and enhanced since 1967. Although Berner's
career has been concentrated within a single institution, the aca-
demic environment has encouraged his research and writing; thus
his publications, both as sole and as joint author, are numerous.
They focus primarily on the application of archival principles to the
arrangement and description of manuscript collections. He has a
long and distinguished record of service in the Society of American
Archivists, which was recognized in his being named a Society
Fellow in 1975.

But, more importantly, he is of that generation of archivists who
entered the profession as many of the pioneer contributors to Ameri-
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can archival thought and practice were reaching the peak of their
insights. The ten years between 1955 and 1965 were seminal in the
codification of American archival principles and practices with
Ruth Bordin and Robert Warner, Lester Cappon, Oliver W.
Holmes, Lucile Kane, Ernst Posner, and Theodore R. Schellenberg
all producing major publications for the guidance of the profession.
From these authors Berner drew inspiration and a deep conviction
that manuscripts had characteristics inherently similar to those of
archives and, as such, should be managed by the same principles. 2

His approach, bordering on the evangelical, has been to drive home
this theme consistently in his publications. Though Berner's spe-
cific solutions to particular manuscript processing problems and
his strong critiques of the practices of other professionals have made
him a controversial figure, he speaks with admiration of the exam-
ple set by Schellenberg,

Although there are weaknesses in his writings, he had fewer
than other writers. Fortunately for the field Schellenberg shared
his views in abundant detail. He did not avoid controversy, he
courted it-and imparted this attitude to some others. Without
it there probably would have been even less progress than we
have seen. 3

Clearly, Berner numbers himself among the "some others" who
share Schellenberg's commitment to the forthright expression of
ideas as essential to the intellectu~il health of the profession.

Having had a look at the credentials of the author, what of the
product? Let us examine the focus of the book as set out by the
author. Here the reader may need to alter expectations set by the
book's title.

Berner begins by announcing on the first page that his book "is
essentially a historical analysis, not a history of the field." 4 How-
ever, he neglects to explain his concept of "a historical analysis,"
though there are early indications that Berner's analysis intends
to introduce professional archivists to a more effective way of doing
things.

On reading further, the frame of reference implied by the title also
proves to be too broad. Although the work is entitled Archival
Theory and Practice in the U nited States: A Historical Analysis, the
author announces that he has limited his attention to the evolution
of principles of arrangement and description in the Tnited States,
excluding such major archival functions as preservation and refer-
ence and their supporting administrative, managerial, and informa-
tional activities and issues. Berner does not really explain his deci-
sion; rather he dismisses the need to consider these functions,
contending that, in contrast to arrangement and description, which
are "uniquely archival," "[a]ll else in the archival world, except
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appraisal. is a matter of philosophy and attitude, or is part of a body
of theory from another field." 5 Subsequently, he also declines to
treat appraisal because of "the primitive nature" of appraisal theory's
development. 6 While most would agree that the documentation of
all aspects of archival work in the United States is far from complete,
it is hard to accept these exclusions in a book bearing such a com-
prehensive title, particularly when Berner includes chapters on
automated archival systems and archival education and training,
neither of which could be remotely described as "uniquely archival."

The core element of Berner's analysis is his identification of two
main strands in the development of archival arrangement and de-
scription in the United States. The first of these, the historical
manuscripts tradition, evolved from the older and more established
profession of librarianship, and had as its major characteristics a
discrete item approach to manuscripts control, access based upon
subject analysis of content, and a central card catalog as the finding
aid. The second, the public archives tradition, adapted European
archival practices to the American context, further expanded the
scope of archival authority to embrace the management of current
records, and developed the concept of hierarchical control to cope
with mass quantities of records. The main finding aid created under
the public archives approach was the inventory, which described
types of records and their relationship to the work of the offices that
created and/or maintained them.

The bulk of the book is a chronological exposition of the devel-
opment and eventual intertwining of the two strands. Berner shows
how, particularly after 1956, the historical manuscripts tradition
accepted the validity of archival principles for managing collections
of modern records, while the public archivists explored the stan-
dards and techniques developed by the manuscripts tradition in
order to improve access to official records. The concluding chapters
of the book, "Automated Archival Systems," "Archival Education
and Training, 1937 to the Present," and "Hindsight, Foresight,"
review developments in their respective areas through 1979, but
mainly serve to outline the author's views of what remains to be
done to create a more effective and comprehensive system of archival
controls in the United States: that is, to use the impetus of automa-
tion to eliminate the problem of "bifurcation" of finding aids; to
complete the merger of selected principles from librarianship,
archives administration, records management, history, and infor-
mation science to form a coherent body of professional knowledge;
and to develop a curriculum for the education of archivists at the
post-graduate level.

Looking more closely at Berner's phases of development, we see
that the first period, 1800-1936, was dominated by the efforts of state
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historical societies and libraries to collect the papers of "great Ameri-
cans," which they arranged topically, chronologically, and/or geo-
graphically and described as discrete items. Formal recognition of
the organic nature of public records did not come until 1898, when
frustration with the fragmentation caused by the manuscript library
approach led the American Historical Association to form the Pub-
lic Archives Commission as a companion to the recently established
Historical Manuscripts Commission.

During this period, the Library of Congress became the arbiter of
practice in the manuscript field; its Notes on the Care, Cataloging,
Calendaring, and Arranging of Manuscripts (1913) was the first
American codification of mafiuscript processing guidelines. Unfor-
tunately, according to Berner, this pioneer work described the steps
for processing artificial collections and thereby, institutionalized
the practice of topical arrangement of manuscripts. 7

For Berner, the second phase of archival development began in
1936 with the formation of the Society of American Archivists (SAA)
and the anniversary of the first full year of operation for both the
National Archives of the United States and the Historical Records
Survey of the Works Progress Administration which provided a
laboratory for the refinement of techniques suited to the manage-
ment of large scale archival holdings. In the twenty years between
1936 and 1955, the public archival tradition, fueled by New Deal
funding, gained strength as the staff of the National Archives codi-
fied and published handbooks of its principles and techniques,
which were widely regarded as standards by government archives at
all levels. The library field benefited from the cross-over of men like
Luther Evans, Solon J. Buck, and Philip C. Brooks, who contrib-
uted their public archives perspectives to the Library of Congress'
effort to design standards for the descriptive cataloging of
manuscripts.'

The third period of development, 1956 to 1979, is, according to
Berner, marked by a merging of the two traditions into a single body
of practice, with the major accomplishment being the general accept-
ance of archival principles as applicable to the management of
manuscript collections. In his chapter "Schellenberg and the Merg-
ing of the Public Archives and Historical Manuscripts Tradition,
1956-1979," Berner examines the influence of T. R. Schellenberg,
who, by the mid-fifties, was recognized as the leading exponent of
the public archives tradition. He contends that Schellenberg did not
develop a comprehensive, archival approach to the management of
modern manuscript collections, even though he was convinced that
the concepts of the public archivist were valid for such materials.
However, his clear statements of archival principles did inspire
other leading practitioners from both strands to refine and express
their own views on the subject.
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While generally accepting major archival concepts, writers repre-
senting the historical manuscripts tradition also urged archivists to
embrace relevant practices from librarianship to improve overall
access to holdings, most particularly to provide researchers with
comprehensive indexes. 9 The effort to merge the two traditions is
most recently exemplified by David B. Gracy II's Archives and
Manuscripts: Arrangement and Description, a work which Berner
discusses in some detail.10

Berner also takes a close look at examples of work which he feels
demonstrate the persistence of the historical manuscripts tradition
during this period of growing consensus, particularly the works of
Robert S. Gordon and Kenneth W. Duckett. He continues to explain
his view that both the National Union Catalog of Manuscripts
Collections (NUCMC) and the Anglo-American Cataloging Rules
(AA CR), versions 1 and 2, have failed to create the truly integrated,
comprehensive finding aid system for manuscript materials that
their creators intended. Rather, they have simply perpetuated the
fragmentation of the historical manuscripts tradition.'

The chapters on "Automated Archival Systems" and "Archival
Education and Training, 1937 to the Present" are brief. Concentrat-
ing on efforts to automate finding aids, particularly on the gene-
alogy and varieties of SPINDEX, the automation chapter is dated by
its omission of developments after 1980.12 Thus the remarkable
achievements of the inter-professional National Information Sys-
tems Task Force (NISTF), led by Richard Lytle and David Bearman,
are missing. It also strikes one as odd that Richard Lytle's experi-
ment with the automated access system at the Baltimore Region
Institutional Studies Center (BRISC) is not discussed here, rather
than in the last part of Chapter 4 to which it bears little relation.

In his chapter on "Archival Education" Berner chronicles the
failure of the archival profession in the United States to develop a
curriculum of post-graduate study. Even after the founding of the
National Archives in 1934 stimulated the beginnings of a formal
education program, therecontinued to be too few jobs to justify more
than a specialized course or two within the larger disciplines of
librarianship and academic history. Cooperation was hampered by
lack of consensus among practitioners as to the proper course of
study and by inter-professional rivalries which polarized archivists,
librarians, and historians into separate factions. Despite a flurry of
interest during the late 1970s, there is yet to be a post-graduate degree
program devoted exclusively to archives administration in the
United States.' 3

The concluding segment of the book proposes an agenda for
action for the profession. Needed as a first step is a careful study of
manual finding aid systems to determine what the profession needs
and wants. Agreement on levels of description, on terminology, on
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format, and on points of access through indexing are all required
before one "buys" into an automated system, especially one
designed around the needs of another discipline. As a corollary to
this first item, Berner contends that archivists must become inti-
mately involved with the management of current records. Early
identification and protection of archives and attention to the devel-
opment of standard terms and systems to facilitate access are essen-
tial and best accomplished by a team representing all interested
parties. Finally, Berner maintains that the archivists must develop a
high standard of professional training to equip themselves for this
active and more powerful role as leaders of a team of information
management decision makers. To meet the challenge of this task,
archivists must look to the disciplines of information science,
records management, history, and librarianship for content and to
the best of its practitioners for instructors.' 4

Having completed our brief tour of the contents of Archiz'al
Theory and Practice in the United States: A Historical Analysis, let
us now study the book with a critical eye, to identify its strengths and
its weaknesses and assess the importance of its contribution to the
literature of the archival profession.

One of the main strengths of the work, in my opinion, lies in
Berner's conceptualization of the two historical strands comprising
the legacy of modern archival practice in the tTnited States and his
tracing of their intertwining through 1979. Though the lines of
demarcation between the historical manuscripts and the public
archives traditions are not always hard and firm, the author has
developed a useful vehicle to advance his narrative and ideas.

Berner is also to be complimented on the relationship among
these early chapters, having organized them to highlight bench-
marks in the publication of influential works that codified archival
principles and practices. The challenges of creating a framework for
any chronicle, especially an analytical one, are great. First, the
writer must deal with the fact that the leading contributors to the
field evolved their ideas, often over considerable periods of time.
Also, in a profession that deals with unique materials, it is often
difficult to discern patterns of influence or to attribute accomplish-
ments accurately. Berner's conceptual/chronological framework
permits the reader to compare the published ideas of individuals at
key intervals and, thereby, to identify a pattern of achievement.
However, Berner's approach also rests upon a large assumption.
That is, if one did not formally present his/her ideas in a book or
journal, one did not practice or even think them. It would be
exceedingly interesting to compare the published ideas of those who
contributed to the professional literature with the finding aids pro-
duced by their repositories to see whether or not the ideas were
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operational or conceptual at the institutional level. Conversely, one
should view a sample of finding aids created by non-published
practitioners to determine if there were any significant differences.
The old adage "do as I say, not as I do," may be applicable here.

A third area of strength is the obvious depth of research required
to produce a work of this scope. Berner has combed the published
literature, including many long-out-of-print institutional reports
and manuals. He has also made an effort to glean information from
unpublished addresses whose importance is unquestionable in a
field that draws the bulk of its literature from articles that were
initially presented as papers before professional meetings.

Despite these accomplishments and the respect I hold for Berner's
extensive contributions to the profession, I found the book to be
disappointing in both presentation and content. I was unable to
understand why the book carries such an all-embracing title when
its focus is clearly limited to a discussion of matters relating to
arrangement and description. Whateve1 the reason for the mis-
nomer, the result is that potential purchasers or readers are misled as
to the nature of the work offered which does not reflect well upon
either author or publisher.

Moving to a deeper examination of the book's content, this read-
er's expectations were again disappointed. In my opinion, the narra-
tive does not sustain the standard of objectivity required of high
quality historical work beyond its first three chapters, which de-
scribe the evolution of the great consensus that archival principles of
arrangement and description were applicable to the management of
modern manuscript collections. Thereafter, the book becomes more
and more openly prescriptive, with Berner justifying and promot-
ing his own concept of a comprehensive finding aid system that will
offer researchers a single point of access to all holdings. Thus his
accounts of developments from 1956 to 1979 are punctuated with
examples of how his colleagues missed opportunities to develop or,
later on, to adopt the unified approach of the Berner model.
Whether they lacked insight, didn't follow ideas through, or both,
the result was the same-the perpetuation of what Berner terms a
"bifurcated system,

one in which catalogs exist co-equally with inventories, regis-
ters, shelf lists, and other finding aids. No attempt is made in
such a system to use the catalog as an integrative tool by which
the other finding aids would be cataloged, resulting in a single
access point to the entire holdings.' 5

Unfortunately, Berner's book itself is replete with examples of the
"bifurcation" he so abhors. That is, it often fails to approach its
content in a consistent, comprehensive, and integrated manner.
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Structurally, the book is difficult to use. The text portion, which
accounts for little more than half of the total pages, references
twenty-three separate appendices comprising 20% of the book's con-
tent. The remaining 23% consists of a glossary, notes, and bibli-
ography. Thus the reader is constantly switching back and forth
from the text to the appendices to the notes in an effort to appreciate
the full force of the author's arguments. Of the appendices, more
than fifteen were either one-page or could have been abbreviated to a
single page and included opposite their related text passages.

There are also instances when documents mentioned as worthy of
note or adoption as models were not included in either text or
appendices. These are the data collection form used by the WPA
Historical Records Survey and the "model register" or inventory
format developed prior to 1976 by the Finding Aids Committee of
the Society of American Archivists.' 6

Despite the flaws previously mentioned, the book still had great
potential value in another capacity-as a work comprising an
updated, cohesive, and comprehensive presentation, in an historical
context, of Richard Berner's own views on arrangement and descrip-
tion systems for manuscript collections, as well as his agenda for
action in the areas of interprofessional cooperation, automated
access to original records, and suitable curricula for archival educa-
tion. But, unfortunately, Berner has been unable to improve upon
the ideas he expressed in his various journal articles and to consoli-
date them into a consistent, integrated work. The result is a narrative
that tends to ramble and repeat itself, particularly in Chapters 4
through 8, and that offers no update on concepts expressed much
earlier in Berner's career.' 7

What, then, can be said to assess the contribution of Archival
Theory and Practice in the United States: A Historical Analysis to
the literature of the profession? It is the first comprehensive effort to
describe the evolution of principles and practices of arrangement
and description in the United States, particularly as they are applied
to manuscript collections. The book has unquestioned value, both
as a retrospective analysis of this evolution and as an exposition of
the views of Richard Berner, the most widely published and contro-
versial writer on the subject, who has devoted more than twenty
years of his career to studying arrangement and description and to
promoting his concept of an integrated finding aids system.
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This is not to say that I necessarily agree with the ideas, concepts,
or conclusions reached by Berner or endorse his choice of structure
or content; rather, I acknowledge that the book represents a major
contribution to the literature, regardless its flaws. However, speak-
ing as one of the beseiged awaiting a full and objective history of
archival endeavour in the United States, I am sorely disappointed
that relief is still not in sight.
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