
PUBLICATION REVIEWS
Closing an Era: Historical Perspectives on Modern Archives and Records Manage-
ment. By Richard J. Cox. Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 2000. 252 pp. Index.

In 1987, John Roberts published an article entitled "Archival Theory: Much Ado
About Shelving" [American Archivist 1 (1987): 66-74]. The author argued that "archi-
val theory," if it existed at all, was unnecessary and irrelevant to practicing archivists in
the trenches. He called for archivists to take pride in their craft and improve their skills
as practitioners, rather than concern themselves with applying tenets of "archival theory"
to their work.

Being a fan of Roberts's view, I approached Richard Cox's latest book with skepti-
cism and trepidation. The author prefaced his work as "my current best thinking about
historical dimensions of the records and the records professions in the late 1990s." I
expected to be dragged through endless pages of dry discussions of archival theory by
one of its leading proponents. To my surprise and delight, however, I had erred in my
preconceptions. Closing an Era is an insightful, thought provoking, and refreshingly
candid account of the state of records, record-keeping systems, and the records profes-
sions (defined as archives and records management by the author) from ancient times to
the present.

The book is a compilation of selected essays and papers written by Dr. Cox over the
past decade, as well as his new research/writing pertaining to the history of managing
records. Organized into nine chapters, the essays trace the history of records and record-
keeping systems from the ancient world through the creation of the National Archives
and Records Administration. In the later chapters, the author offers his analyses of con-
temporary topics, including appraisal, the role of memory, archival education, and docu-
mentary editing, all with generous portions of archival history sprinkled throughout
these discussions.

In the first four chapters, the author leads the reader through a fascinating history of
records and record-keeping systems. Cox begins by chiding both archivists and records
managers for virtually ignoring their professions' history prior to the 1930s, despite the
fact that many of us have backgrounds in history and the humanities. Even the few
archival historians that do exist "suffer from a kind of present-mindedness" and fail to
study records history in a broader context of record-keeping systems with an interdisci-
plinary approach.

Cox avoids those pitfalls in the next several chapters of historical archivy. The reader
journeys through centuries of records and record keeping, from the Mesopotamians
through the Middle Ages and into the American colonial period. Various political, eco-
nomic, and social historical phenomena influenced the types of records produced and
the systems to organize them. For example, mercantilism resulted in the need for more
records to track imports/exports and population statistics. Records, and the administra-
tion of records, gained greater visibility and importance.



Vol. 25, Nos. 1 and 2, 2000

The Industrial Revolution caused a rapid growth in the volume of records and saw the
emergence of modern record-keeping systems to handle that "dramatic" growth. Indus-
tries produced a variety of records to assist managers in the operation of their busi-
nesses. Simultaneously, explosive developments in technology, from the telegraph to
the typewriter, drove the emergence of the mechanized (later automated) office, which
in turn fueled the rise of archives and records management programs to handle the
deluge of records for purposes of evidence, accountability, and institutional memory.
These developments continued into the twentieth century, in a variety of manifesta-
tions, right up to the present.

Through his historical discourse-which is much broader and richer than the sum-
mary given here-Cox delivers the thesis of his work. He argues, successfully, that
studying the history of records, record-keeping systems, and our profession will assist
us as we seek understanding of and control over modern records, both in traditional
formats and in electronic form. Many of the issues debated by today's archivists have
roots in earlier times. An in-depth examination of the past, particularly the energized
growth of records and systems from the mid-nineteenth century, furnishes excellent
background information on how we arrived at the state of the present-day records uni-
verse. Once we have that historical perspective, we can begin to offer solutions to the
challenges of modem records.

With the strong foundation of historical perspective in place, the author turns his
attention in subsequent chapters to consideration of several thorny topics of current
interest to our profession. History is always close to the fore as Cox discusses a lack of
a national records system, appraisal, archival education, and documentary editing. Part
of the reason that the United States lacks a national records system flows from the
history of the country. America's fragmented development and deepsuspicion of a strong
central government have worked against a national records system. Another obstacle
has been the splintered past of the records professions, i.e., the tension between archi-
vists and records managers, regional organizations versus the SAA, and theorists versus
practitioners. "To the outsider," Cox writes, "the American records professions must
seem to be an incomprehensible maze." The seeds of that maze were planted many,
many years ago.

Moving on to discuss appraisal (perhaps the most hotly debated issue in archivy),
Cox notes that appraisal has its roots in the late nineteenth century, when departments in
the executive branch of the federal government had authority to recommend records
destruction, subject to Congressional approval. Several subsequent pieces of legisla-
tion led to systems of record scheduling. Meanwhile, T. R. Schellenberg postulated his
appraisal criteria of primary and secondary values. In the past few decades, other ap-
praisal models followed, such as the "black box" and functional appraisal in the digital
era. In particular, tension between evidential and informational values has been going
on for a long time, Cox notes, providing continuity with today's debates over appraisal
and management of electronic records. His bridge between past and present centers
upon evidence, as he concludes, "It is the role of archivists to argue for the preservation
of evidence necessary for understanding the past." From the pages of history comes a
concise answer to one of the most vexing problems faced by archivists.
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One of the more interesting chapters in Closing an Era examines the World Wide
Web's impact on archives, especially in terms of societal memory. Noting that past
technologies, such as the telegraph and telephone, impacted personal communication
and, therefore, the transmission of memory, Cox analyzes the implications of the Web
on the archival mission. While the Web has brought access to information to new heights,
it is the quality of that information that should concern the profession. Because the Web
can separate records from their context, removed from the time and place of their cre-
ation, archivists must take pains to communicate the importance of maintaining the
integrity of records to mitigate the chances for a bluffing, or even a loss, of public
memory. The Web should be viewed by archivists as not only a powerful access tool,
but also as an opportunity to promote the preservation of records for purposes of evi-
dence and memory.

One might expect a chapter on archival education in a Richard Cox book, and the
author does not disappoint. While the reader will find the usual arguments in support of
graduate archival programs, Cox adds a fresh twist, promoting archival history as es-
sential to archivists' education. "The study of archival history advances understanding
about how archival principles and practices have developed in response to changing
record-keeping systems and what the shortcomings of these principles and practices
may be in light of modem records characteristics. Studying the history of record-keep-
ing practices provides considerable practical information about the nature and charac-
teristics of the documents archivists manage," he argues. Cox asserts that such ground-
ing in historical archivy is possible only in graduate archival programs, a view that may
be questionable. Of particular interest in this chapter, however, is Cox's attack on the
practicum and its centrality in archival education, past and present. In a no-nonsense
tone, he presents a powerful case for balance among classroom instruction, research,
and experience.

Cox closes the book with a commentary on the current state of the archival and records
management professions, concluding that "stasis," that is, stagnation, characterizes our
profession. Although many archives have harnessed the World Wide Web to provide
access to holdings, for example, he believes that "an attitude of business as usual"
persists, causing those outside the world of archives to continue to hold us in low es-
teem. His prescription to elevate archives in society's eyes is for records professionals
to stress the importance of records in terms of evidence, accountability, and memory.
Not surprisingly, this archival educator suggests that transformation of graduate pro-
grams to go beyond "training" to include more courses, research requirements, and an
interdisciplinary focus would serve as an important catalyst raising archival programs
to the higher status they deserve.

The book exhibits some minor problems. The editing could be better-the reader
gets the impression that the chapters are merely strung together without much attempt
to produce an integrated whole. Similarly, the text becomes redundant and repetitive at
times and could be organized more effectively. Stronger proofreading would have caught
the occasional gaps in sentences. An account of the history of records outside North
America/Western Europe (Asia, perhaps) would be a welcome addition. Finally, the
author has a tendency at times to slide into lamentations about his struggles to defend
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his perspective among colleagues outside of the academy, distracting the reader and
lessening the impact of his significant views.

These flaws aside, Closing an Era proved to be a worthy and worthwhile read and a
welcome addition to the professional literature. Cox's declaration that archival history
has powerful relevance for the understanding of and effectiveness in today's archival
world won me over and convinced me that this book has valuable things to say to both
practitioners and theorists. Archival theory has existed, does exist, and should be inte-
grated into the daily work of the practitioner. Closing an Era enjoys a place my shelf,
right next to Roberts's "Much Ado About Shelving." There is indeed room for both.

Stephen G. McShane
Calumet Regional Archives

Indiana University Northwest



PUBLICATION REVIEWS 123

American Archival Studies: Readings in Theory and Practice. Ed. Randall C. Jimerson.
Chicago, 2000. $44.95. 657 pp. Illustrations and index. Paperbound. Available from
Society of American Archivists, 527 S. Wells, 5th Floor, Chicago, IL 60607-3922.

In the preface to American Archival Studies: Readings in Theory and Practice, the
editor, Randall Jimerson, states that one colleague described the collection of 28 essays
that make up the volume as the "greatest hits of the 80s and 90s." At first glance it is
tempting to take that simple characterization at face value. The articles, all published
between 1983 and 1998, are heavily slanted toward the 1990s, with slightly less than a
third published in the 1980s. Viewing it as a "best of collection" fails to address the
larger concepts the editor seeks to explore: the nature of American archives and the
societal role of archivists.

American Archival Studies brings together numerous important recent writings rep-
resenting American perspectives. Like many "greatest hits" projects, decisions about
what to include are often subjective at best. Unlike 1, the recently issued album of the
Beatles number-one hits, not all of the essays selected topped the charts, leaving the
selection criteria less defined. The editor acknowledges the critical and subjective na-
ture of the selection process by indicating that the Society of American Archivists (SAA)
Publications Board was unable to reach agreement when presented with a preliminary
list of articles. Jimerson explains that this is not an "official" compilation but rather a
personal selection informed by wide consultation with colleagues.

The bulk of the essays selected for inclusion were drawn from American Archivist,
but selections were also culled from Archival Issues, Archivaria, and one technical
report from Archives and Museum Informatics. The compilation is presented as an ad-
junct to the SAA Archival Fundamentals Series, exploring archival concepts and prac-
tices beyond what is available in introductory texts. This focus essentially limits the
intended audience to practitioners and graduate students. The book is modeled after
and intended to supplement two previous collections of archival writings: A Modern
Archives Reader: Basic Readings on Archival Theory and Practice (Washington, D.C.:
National Archives and Records Service, 1984) and Canadian Archival Studies and the
Rediscovery of Provenance (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1993). A Modern Ar-
chives Reader is closest to the model used in American Archival Studies in terms of
layout and presentation, but conceptually it emulates Canadian Archival Studies in striv-
ing to highlight a national understanding of archival history and theory. Whereas
A Modern Archives Reader reproduced the foundational articles of the American archi-
val tradition, this newest anthology offers a vision of where things stand at the end of
the twentieth century.

Like A ModemArchives Reader, the articles in American Archival Studies are grouped
under general sections pertaining to aspects of archival theory and practice. In each
section, the editor presents a brief summary of the key issues and places the articles in
the context of their respective sections. New to this edition are sections on archival
history and electronic records. Twenty-eight authors are represented in this volume
with some authors appearing more than once or as coauthors. A useful feature is a list of
contributors with brief professional profiles of the authors.
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American Archival Studies begins with a previously unpublished essay by Jimerson
entitled "American Archivists and the Search for Professional Identity." Intended as a
context for the articles that follow rather than as a unifying theme for the volume, this
opening essay focuses on the tension between theory and practice that has shaped much
of the American archival tradition. As Jimerson asserts, the crux of the problem is that
"Americans will not easily accept theoretical constructs independent of practical appli-
cations" (p. 16). This apparent rejection of intellectualism, he argues, has left archivists
struggling for professional identity and public acceptance. How much of this struggle
can be ascribed to American pragmatism and self-reliance may be questionable, but it
certainly is an interesting notion. Jimerson provides a historical overview of major at-
tempts to promote greater professionalism and public appreciation of archivists through
acceptance of standards and guiding principles developed by members of the profes-
sion. Education guidelines, certification of individual archivists, and institutional evalu-
ation serve as examples to carve out a professional standing.

The historical analysis undertaken by Jimerson inadvertently highlights one omission
among the articles selected for the compilation. He cites in his essay but, as editor, does
not include in the volume F. Gerald Ham's influential 1981 article "Archival Strategies
for the Post-Custodial Era" (American Archivist 44). The absence of that same article
from A Modern Archives Reader was also noted by a reviewer of that earlier volume.
Acceptance of the concept that control does not always equal custody was a fundamen-
tal shift in archival thinking, and helped to set the stage for major advances in selection
and appraisal theory. Jimerson's essay also continues an ongoing argument currently
advanced by Richard Cox and others who have voiced concern over the "relatively
unsophisticated level of much of the recent archival literature" and the scarcity of well-
conceived research studies (p. 14). In adopting this view, Jimerson laments the demise
of the grant-funded Research Fellowship Program for Study of Modern Archives, ad-
ministered by the University of Michigan's Bentley Historical Library from 1983 to
1997. The Fellowship Program allowed archivists and others from a variety of settings
and institutions to concentrate on advanced research and exploration of archival issues.
Almost a quarter of the articles in American Archival Studies were a direct result of
participation in the Fellowship Program. Clearly, there is a need for similar programs to
encourage and stimulate significant research and raise the nature of archival discourse.

The introductory essay provides a logical segue for the first section, "Understanding
Archives and Archivists." Authors in this section are John Fleckner, Kenneth Foote
("To Remember and Forget: Archives, Memory and Culture"), James O'Toole ("The
Symbolic Significance of Archives"), and Elisabeth Kaplan and Jeffrey Mifflin writing
on visual literacy and archivists. Foote's article is one of the few in this volume written
by someone generally outside of the archival profession. The second section, "Archival
History," includes Judith Panitch's article on archival lessons of the French Revolution,
and Luke Gilliland-Swetland's assessment of the public archives and historical manu-
script traditions in the United States. The section ends with J. Frank Cook's look at the
development and influence of SAA.

The book shifts to functional areas in the next seven sections. "Selection and Docu-
mentation" contains articles by Timothy Ericson ("At the 'rim of creative dissatisfac-
tion': Archivists and Acquisition Development"), and Helen Samuels and Richard Cox
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("The Documentation Strategy and Archival Appraisal Principles: A Different Perspec-
tive"). Read together, these articles chronicle the evolution of acquisition theory over
the last two decades. The closely related chapter on "Appraisal" includes O'Toole's
second contribution ("On the Idea of Uniqueness"). Frank Boles and Julia Marks Young
offer an appraisal model for university administrative records ("Exploring the Black
Box"). Mark Greene concludes the section with an analysis of the role of research in
appraisal.

The fifth section, "Arrangement and Description," illustrates the impact automation
has had on the profession. Featured here are David Bearman and Richard Lytle ("The
Power and Principle of Provenance"), Avra Michelson ("Description and Reference in
the Age of Automation"), Margaret Hedstrom on descriptive practices for electronic
records, and Daniel Pitti's overview of Encoded Archival Description. The next func-
tional area, "Reference and Use of Archives," includes Elsie Freeman Finch's article on
the user's perspective, Paul Conway's suggested approach to studying archival users,
and a focus on administrative users by Elizabeth Yakel and Laura Bost Hensey.

"Preservation" emphasizes the theory-versus-practice issues as James O'Toole's third
appearance, a conceptual article ("On the Idea of Permanence"), is juxtaposed with
Paul Conway's nationwide study of preservation practices, along with Christopher Ann
Paton's straightforward take on audio preservation. "Electronic Records" may have
been the most difficult section in terms of deciding what to select. Authors and articles
in this section include David Bearman and Margaret Hedstrom ("Reinventing Archives
for Electronic Records"), Linda J. Henry ("Schellenberg in Cyberspace"), and Anne
Gilliland-Swetland ("Digital Communications: Documentary Opportunities Not to Be
Missed.") From this evolving field the volume moves to the ninth and final section on
"Management" with articles by Jimerson ("Redefining Archival Identity") and John
Grabowski ("Keepers, Users, and Funders: Building an Awareness of Archival Value").

In an undertaking such as this, questions surrounding omissions and placement of the
articles are inevitable. On the whole, the selections and organization are sound. For
practicing archivists and students of archives it is a useful one-volume distillation, al-
though the majority of that likely audience should have potential access to most of the
original articles. That the articles come from a variety of sources and are well-indexed
make a compelling case for acquiring this work. Where this volume succeeds most
admirably is in breathing new life into some earlier and occasionally overlooked ar-
ticles while highlighting prominent recent writings. Taken together, the articles in this
volume define the American perspective and show an appreciation for the continuing
development of the American archival profession.

Brian A. Williams
Bentley Historical Library

University of Michigan
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