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for her article “Analog, the Sequel: An Analysis of Current Film Archiving Practice 
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noted that the article presented “an excellent environmental scan of the current state of 
digital moving image preservation. The topic is important, especially when archivists 
begin to evaluate their own film collections.” 
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THE PARTICIPATORY FINDING AID 
AND THE ARCHIVIST: HOW USER 
ANNOTATIONS ARE CHANGING 

EVERYONE’S ROLE
BY LAURA FARLEY

ABSTRACT: With increasing budgetary restraints and backlogs of collections receiv-
ing minimal processing, supplementing online finding aids with user annotations con-
nects users to collections in a more personal way, brings to light valuable records not 
described in the finding aid, allows multiple interpretations of collection content, and 
creates a research trail for others. Using the digital finding aids at the Special Collections 
and University Archives at the University of Massachusetts Amherst and the Special 
Collections Department at the J. Y. Joyner Library at East Carolina University as case 
studies, this article argues that online participatory finding aids with user annotations 
are feasible for a repository of any size and budget, and will result in more complete 
resources for users and archivists. This article discusses issues in implementing user 
annotation and proposes three methods for increasing user annotation.

Introduction

The Special Collections Department at the J. Y. Joyner Library at East Carolina 
University provides digital “Collection Guides” to the records within the repository. 
Among these collections is the Elizabeth Utterback Papers chronicling Utterback’s 
literary and academic career. Born in 1904 in Louisville, Kentucky, Utterback went 
on to teach English at Alabama Women’s College, Brooklyn College, Associate Col-
leges of Upper New York, and finally at East Carolina University where she remained 
until her death in 1966. Besides her rich teaching career, Utterback also published 
many short stories, poems, articles, a novel, and a book. The collection guide to the 
Utterback Papers contains a biographical note and collection description as well as a 
container list described to the series level: “College Papers, Short Stories, Monograph 
A Regional Approach to the Teaching of Literature: A Study of the Regional Elements 
in Eleven Plays of the South, Novel The End of Summer, and Plays, Programs, Po-
ems.” Together, these elements provide an adequate picture of what is included in the 
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collection.1 However, what makes this finding aid different and special is the annotation 
in the notes section left by a user:

Mon May 3 04:54 PM
From a poem in Box 5, folder b, entitled “Unfaithfulness”:
“A more devoted wife than I it would be hard to find
I mend and cook and keep the house, to flirt I’m not inclined;
But at the movie matinee
When I thrill to Charles Boyer, 
I’m afraid that maybe I’m unfaithful in my mind!”
Any wagers on which of Mr. Boyer’s movies inspired this comedic 
confession?2

With this user annotation, patrons reading the collection guide or visiting the col-
lection gain a sense of a community engaged with the records. Because repositories 
are unable to process and describe collections to the item level, this annotation adds 
to the description of the collection, providing the location of the poem as box 5, folder 
b. Furthermore, this annotation is evidence of a connection the user developed with 
the records by taking the time to transcribe an amusing poem for others to enjoy and 
to leave his or her thoughts on Utterback’s writing. 

Archival repositories are beginning to experiment with online finding aids that 
contain user-generated comments. If done correctly, this process of supplementing 
finding aids dynamically connects users to collections in a more personal way, bringing 
to light valuable records not listed on finding aids, allowing for multiple interpreta-
tions of collections’ contents, and creating research trails for others. Using the digital 
finding aids at the Special Collections and University Archives at the University of 
Massachusetts Amherst (UMarmot) and the Special Collections Department at the 
J. Y. Joyner Library at East Carolina University (Joyner Library)—both of which 
employ user annotations—as case studies, this article argues that online participatory 
finding aids with user annotations are feasible for a repository of any size and budget 
and will result in more complete resources for users and archivists.3 It also proposes 
three methods for increasing the practice of annotation: advertising of user-generated 
capabilities by repositories, gaining inspiration and momentum from successful user-
focused campaigns within the archival world, and encouraging archival professionals 
to be involved with annotation of online finding aids.

Repositories use finding aids to communicate the contents of their collections to us-
ers in a succinct and informative way. With the evolution of EAD, archivists have the 
ability to transform the finding aid from a paper document available only at a repository 
to an electronic resource accessible to users worldwide.4 Regardless of this advance 
in accessibility, simply making a finding aid available on a repository’s website is not 
enough. Archivists need to rethink the nature of the finding aid, as research on archival 
users is revealing that they are not adept at successfully manipulating finding aids.5 The 
most common method of connecting users to records through finding aids is to provide 
a container list processed to the folder level and to enter detailed metadata to increase 
access. With growing resource restraints and processing backlogs, highly detailed 
finding aids are no longer an option for many repositories.6 Instead, repositories must 



 THE PARTICIPATORY FINDING AID AND THE ARCHIVIST 81

adapt new methods to make their collections visible to users. An alternative to detailed 
finding aids is creating MARC records and EAD finding aids with enough description 
that collections can be found and then partnering with users through annotations to 
make collections more accessible.7 The unique relationship between historical records 
and the public draws many archivists to the profession, and moving conversations with 
users from the singular exchange to a more communal setting provides a new platform 
for interaction between patrons and archives. 

Literature Review

In 2002, Michelle Light and Tom Hyry called for the creation of online finding aids 
with capabilities for colophons and annotations.8 One of the first repositories to imple-
ment this methodology was the Bentley Historical Library at the University of Michigan 
with the creation of its digital collection of the Polar Bear Expedition.9 Among other 
features, this site allowed registered users to post comments to the finding aid and 
the digital records for the purpose of providing a greater scope of information to the 
collection. The archivists involved with the project noted that the most frequent type 
of annotations were those to correct errors in description, cross references to other 
resources, and general comments, all of which were searchable.10 Annotation has a 
number of meanings depending on context. In its most broad meaning, annotation can 
be defined as “link making, as path building, as commentary, as marking in or around 
existing text, as a decentering of authority, as a record of reading and interpretation, 
or as community memory.”11 In the context of archival collections, Scott Anderson 
and Robert Allen define annotation as “providing a mechanism for users to contribute 
what they have discovered or know (either personally or elsewhere) about particular 
archival materials.”12 For the purpose of this article, annotations will be defined as 
comments, transcriptions, questions, or any other remarks made by an archivist or 
user after the completion of the finding aid by the processor.13 

When users are allowed to participate in the creation and revision of finding aids, 
archivists may fear a loss of control and experience a feeling of vulnerability. This can 
be addressed by adopting a postmodern view of the archivist’s position, one that, as 
Terry Cook argues, “requires a new openness, a new visibility, a willingness to question 
and be questioned, to count for something and be held accountable.”14 This viewpoint 
challenges archivists to see their collections not as closely guarded property of the 
repository, but instead as records belonging to a society of users.15 To be successful 
in reaching users, archivists must open themselves to new collaborations with diverse 
communities beyond the academic world, relinquishing the role of record gatekeepers 
and inviting in open communication with users.16 The Polar Bear Expedition collection 
used one practical solution to establish a power hierarchy by simply asserting “main-
tained by the Archivist” on each description. While reiterating control, this statement 
also makes the archivist visible instead of seeming like an unnamed entity to the user. 
The Polar Bear Expedition study found that comments to the archivist were the most 
prevalent annotations. This has the dual effects of reinforcing archival expertise about 
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the collection and making the archivist a participant in the conversation sparked by 
the annotations instead of a passive guardian.17

Implementing an online finding aid with the capabilities for user-generated annota-
tion is, as Heather MacNeil argues in her article on reinvigorating archival descriptive 
practices, a further opportunity

for transcending the artificial limits imposed by current descriptive 
practices and for exploiting an expanded vision of archival descrip-
tion; one that unseats the privileged status currently accorded to the 
standards based finding aid and repositions it as part of a complex 
network of hyperlinked and interactive documentation relating to the 
history, appraisal, preservation, use and interpretation of a body of 
records over time.18

Making annotations introduces the user to a richer resource for discovering records 
with multiple pathways, perspectives, and interpretations available.19 Adopting a post-
modernist viewpoint as argued by Cook and applying it to finding aids, archivists must 
reject what has been the traditional way of interpreting archival collections; that is to 
“shift away from looking at records as the passive products of human or administrative 
activity and toward considering records as active and ever-evolving agents themselves 
in the formation of human and organizational memory.”20 The participatory finding aid 
deconstructs what has been the accepted norm of archival description and repurposes 
the finding aid into a resource an entire community of professionals and users has a 
hand in creating and sustaining.

Archivists must acknowledge that backlogs in collection processing have changed 
the level of detail available in a finding aid and that, even if all collections were pro-
cessed and described to the item level, the processor’s unique experiences and biases 
will create a finding aid individual from any other processor’s work. Katie Shilton and 
Ramesh Srinivasan, in their article on participatory appraisal and arrangement, argue 
that a full ability to “describe all knowledge in a collection, and represent all truths 
and experiences” is impossible for any repository.21 Therefore, let the archivist and 
user view the finding aid as a reflection of archival attitudes and methodologies at the 
time of its creation and utilize technologies that will allow the archivist and user to 
create a more compressive, fluid, and accessible descriptive tool.22 Furthermore, it is 
advantageous for repositories to welcome annotated finding aids simply because this 
process creates metadata, making records easier to find on the repository website and 
through Internet searches. Catherine Styles argues that if archivists cannot make their 
records easily found, users will pass by collections and repositories altogether and that 
archivists must begin to embrace the idea that user experience with the collections is 
vitally important to satisfaction.23
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Case Studies

Although UMarmot at the University of Massachusetts Amherst and the Joyner 
Library at East Carolina University both employ participatory online finding aids with 
user annotation capabilities, the two sites are of different aesthetic and intellectual 
structures, and both are successful in encouraging annotation. The contents of the user 
annotations will be discussed in detail later in this article. UMarmot, named for the 
University of Massachusetts Amherst’s mascot, the marmot, is “an online interactive 
catablog containing information on all manuscript and archival collections held by the 
Department of Special Collections and University Archives, W. E. B. Du Bois Library, 
UMass Amherst.”24 Created in 2007, this site was shaped by two needs: “first, to find 
a low cost means of maximizing the public availability of our collection; and second, 
to find a solution that could be shared with colleagues in less technologically-intense 
institutions.”25 UMarmot coined the term “catablog” to describe the combination of 
traditional cataloging features with a blogging platform. WordPress blogging software 
was selected for its ease of use and sustainability, flexibility in formatting, and overall 
power to reach the public. The UMarmot “Special Collections and University Archives” 
page contains a description of what is included on the site and what is not, and what 
the user can expect from each record. This page also explains how the collections are 
indexed by subject and how to search these subjects, and that UMarmot’s fully encoded 
finding aids are cross-posted to five collaborating college sites. At the bottom of this 
page, the archivist’s presence is made known with the option to contact an archivist for 
help utilizing the site or to ask a reference question.26 Currently, the UMarmot catablog 
has 16 records that have been annotated by users with an additional 15 comments, 
primarily reference questions, that are not visible to the public.27 

The UMarmot catablog format has two strengths: the ease with which users can 
leave annotations for collections and the suggested links to related collections. At the 
end of every collection description is the option for users to leave comments. The com-
ment field is large, and if users take the time to scroll to the bottom of the collection, 
the comment field is obvious. The comment fields are familiar, requiring a name and 
e-mail address, and containing a comment box. UMarmot also includes a space for a 
“website.” Above the comment fields is the statement, “You can leave a response or 
trackback from your own site.” This statement is simple and encouraging. In particular, 
the ability to link collections from UMarmot to other resources is smart because us-
ers are not only encouraged to grow the web of resources around a particular subject 
or collection, but are also inadvertently creating new links in the online world where 
UMarmot’s collection can be accessed. Although users are always free to include 
websites in their comments, adding a specific field in the comments form for a website 
really drives home the desire of UMarmot to be connected to other resources in a new 
way.28 The other strength of the UMarmot site is suggesting related collections. Much 
like Amazon.com, the UMarmot site offers its users related collections that may be 
of interest to them based on the collection they are currently viewing. An example is 
that users viewing the papers of Jules Chametzky, an emeritus professor of English 
at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, are given the suggestion of viewing the 
collections “Judaica, Literature and Language, UMass faculty.”29 These suggestions 
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link a network of related collections and research that users may not necessarily find 
on their own. 

The Joyner Library has a total of 25 finding aids with user annotations.30 One of 
the immediately obvious differences between the UMarmot catablog and the Joyner 
Library site is the formal tone of the latter. The UMarmot site has a much more casual, 
almost conversational quality to it, while the Joyner Library site feels like a traditional 
repository site. The primary reason for the difference is UMarmot’s use of a blog format, 
which is often written in less formal language.31 The Joyner Library site, on the other 
hand, is a more traditional style of academic website utilizing formal language.32 Both 
approaches work well and perhaps cater to different users. Another difference is that the 
records on the Joyner Library site are EAD finding aids, including a description of the 
collection, administrative information, and biographical notes, while the records on the 
UMarmot site are only summaries combining collection and biographical descriptions. 
The Joyner Library site was specifically designed for the repository’s EAD finding aids, 
and the nearly 1,800 collections contain “correspondence, diaries, business records, 
organizational records, church records, maps, genealogy notes, and photographs, plus 
some 210 original oral history memoirs.”33 The “About” section of the Joyner Library 
site is a literal “how to build your own online finding aid” providing a step-by-step 
inventory of the resources the library used to create its finding aids, including links 
to resources employed in the creation of the site.34 While this is a useful tool for other 
archival professionals, the “About” section is not particularly helpful to average users 
accessing the site. The main deficiency is that, unlike the UMarmot site, no section of 
the Joyner Library site adequately explains how to search the collections. Nor is the 
archivist mentioned on the site unless the user selects “Contact Us” at the bottom of 
the page or selects a finding aid to view. 

Those criticisms aside, the finding aids on the Joyner Library site are thoughtfully 
constructed resources. The strength of the Joyner Library finding aids is the aesthetic 
layout of the pages. All finding aids have a tabbed content selection bar across the top 
of the page, easily allowing users to move between the actual finding aid, adding or 
viewing notes on the collection and digitized objects, and requesting materials. This 
organization is intuitive and reduces the overall length of the page. Another accom-
modating feature of the finding aid pages is the “Table of Contents” bar on the right 
side of the page that follows as the user scrolls down the main finding aid page. This 
bar contains hypertext to sections of the finding aid, as well as a search box and quick 
links to other features of the site. The “View/Add Notes” tab takes the user to a page 
that contains comments that have been left by previous users with a comment field at 
the bottom. There, a simple statement encourages the user to leave a comment: “Share 
what you know. Ask questions. Add to the collections.” Like UMarmot’s, this statement 
is a reassurance that the repository genuinely wants the user’s perspective. As on the 
UMarmot site, the comment field for the Joyner Library is easy to access and does not 
require registration. This comment field is much simpler than UMarmot’s, however, 
consisting only of a box. The user is not required to leave a name or e-mail, nor is the 
user encouraged to connect the Joyner Library collections with any other resources.35 

Implementing and sustaining participatory online finding aids are not without le-
gitimate concerns that should be addressed, including determining the staff resources 
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needed to monitor annotations, identifying the person responsible for this monitoring, 
understanding copyright issues, and maintaining archival control of the finding aid. 
The questions of staff resources needed to monitor annotations and the person respon-
sible for this can be addressed in multiple ways.36 There is no right or wrong way to 
deal with these concerns, and the answers will vary depending on a repository’s size 
and resources. As when decision making is necessary in other functions of archival 
practice, a repository policy outlining appropriate actions is the best way to ensure 
that all staff handles monitoring of user-generated content uniformly.37 

The initial creation of finding aids with user annotation capabilities will require an 
investment of staff time to assess the best platform for annotations and whether this 
feature can be added to an existing site or needs to be created from scratch. If finding 
aids are not already available through the repository website, they will need to be posted 
online. Many archival repositories are turning to ready-made website or blog content 
management systems (CMS) that allow them to upload content such as finding aids 
and customize using themes, plugins, and applications. Some systems are available 
for free download to an administrator computer. A basic CMS with community help 
forums, readily available tutorials, and easily customizable features is Wordpress. 
Others, like Drupal and Omeka, are good candidates as well, although it is helpful to 
have some coding knowledge when choosing these systems, and a domain name and 
web host subscription must be purchased to use these products. Finally, before annota-
tion capabilities go live on the repository website, beta testing must be completed and 
adjustments to the annotation process made based on the results. 

The steps of creating a new web page or adding to an existing site can be challeng-
ing but are not impossible. A key step in planning is meeting with all staff members 
involved with the annotation project to discuss work and time expectations. Naming 
a staff member project manager and allocating work time to the project are avenues 
for implementing annotations on any repository’s time allotments. Unless a repository 
decides to commission outside help in redesigning or creating a new web page, the 
cost of implementing annotations could be as minimal as staff time. If the repository 
has access to students, an annotation project could be assigned to an intern or student 
worker overseen by a permanent staff member, thus building the skill set of the student 
and benefiting the repository through saved staff costs.

UMarmot and the Joyner Library monitor annotations in similar ways, each ad-
dressing them as they are received. UMarmot uses a Wordpress blog platform requir-
ing that all comments be approved by a blog administrator before they are visible to 
the public.38 This is a simple method of monitoring user-generated content that takes 
little staff time. The archivist quickly addresses each annotation and decides the next 
course of action: whether to allow the annotation to be posted, to delete the post, or 
to respond to the post if it is a reference question. The Joyner Library has a slightly 
more complicated hierarchy for dealing with annotations. When a user submits an an-
notation, the technical staff receives a copy via e-mail. From there, the technical staff 
decides whether to post, delete, or send the annotation to the Manuscript Department 
for reference services. General comments about the site or collection are deleted, and 
questions and corrections about finding aids are sent to the Manuscript Department.39 
This method of monitoring user annotations again relies on an administrator to make 
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decisions and allows for quickly addressing annotations. Most interesting about the 
Joyner Library approach is the outsourcing of annotation monitoring to a technical 
department rather than to the archivist, freeing the archivist to address only annota-
tions that require further attention. Both UMarmot and Joyner acknowledge that the 
annotation rate is low, which makes comment approval easy.40 However, the archivists 
at UMarmot note that even with the use of Akismet, a spam filter used with Wordpress, 
and ReCAPTCHA, a spam filter that requires human intervention, spam annotation 
rates are high. Still, for UMarmot, the flexibility of Wordpress as a blogging format 
outweighs the downside of filtering spam for legitimate annotations.41

Institutions must attend to the legal issues raised by participatory finding aids, es-
pecially user comments and copyright. It is generally accepted that when visitors to a 
blog—or in this instance a finding aid—leave comments on the site, they give up their 
rights to those comments. Users give permission to the owner of the blog to use their 
comments in the context of that blog posting for noncommercial uses.42 One way to 
safeguard your repository against copyright issues is to compose an “Assumptions” 
document for annotations. This document should include three sections:

1. Assumptions as to the types of annotations users might leave with descriptions 
of those annotation types and justifications for allowing those annotations to 
remain on the repository site;

2. Authorities of copyright decisions listing scholarly and legal sources used to 
craft copyright assumptions; and43

3. Plan of action in the event a user claims copyright infringement. This plan of 
action would rely on the compiled sources on copyright to back up the repository 
claim to publish user annotations, or to remove them.

This document should be widely circulated internally before annotations begin 
and revised periodically to ensure staff are up to date on copyright practices for the 
repository.

Copyright generalizations and an “Assumptions” document may still leave some 
repositories feeling uneasy about the legal gray area so often induced by copyright, 
so for those repositories looking for clear copyright boundaries, a Creative Commons 
license could offer additional protection. Creative Commons is a nonprofit organiza-
tion that provides free legal tools that allow creators to retain the copyright of their 
work while allowing others to “copy, distribute, and make some uses of their work” in 
a commercial or noncommercial setting.44 There are six Creative Commons licenses, 
each offering slight variations on the rights of creators and users.45 

Both UMarmot and the Joyner Library use privacy conditions for user comments 
provided by Google’s Terms of Service, which state: 

When you upload or otherwise submit content to our Services, you give 
Google (and those we work with) a worldwide license to use, host, store, 
reproduce, modify, create derivative works (such as those resulting 
from translations, adaptations or other changes we make so that your 
content works better with our Services), communicate, publish, publicly 
perform, publicly display and distribute such content.46
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Whatever route a repository chooses when making decisions about copyright, it is 
most important that the policy be documented and that staff involved with monitoring 
annotations are comfortable and educated in the policy. Many blogs, books, and journal 
articles are available to archivists on copyright, including a copyright resources page 
compiled by SAA.47

Assessment of the impact of participatory finding aids can be done using common 
website analytical tools. Such assessment will provide feedback on the benefits of 
allowing user comments on finding aids and help to allocate personnel resources ef-
ficiently. Many content management systems provide built-in tools for analyzing traf-
fic to websites. For example, Wordpress allows repositories to track search terms and 
outside links used to find their sites and some limited demographics such as country 
location of the user.48 Drupal and Omeka also allow tracking of user statistics by adding 
plugins and applications to the site. A common plugin used with Wordpress, Drupal, 
and Omeka is Google Analytics, a free service offered through Google. With Google 
Analytics, a repository can choose what data it wants to track, pinpoint strong features 
of the website, determine how users interact with social media and the content, tally 
how frequently mobile technology is used with the website, and formulate the demo-
graphics of who is visiting the website.49 Commercial web analytics tools are available, 
such as Coremetrics, Omniture, and WebTrends, as well as open source web analytics 
like the popular Piwik and Open Web Analytics. These tools are capable of pulling an 
overwhelming amount of data; for novices to web analytics, focusing on a few metrics 
of user traffic and adding data metrics over time are recommended.50 Implementing 
user annotations is an investment of resources, and web analytics paired with assess-
ment are necessary to make adjustments to the project and gauge user responsiveness.

Discussion

The majority of annotations left by users on UMarmot and the Joyner Library site 
are either general comments or corrections to finding aids. Anderson and Allen pro-
pose an “archival commons” of users where “peer-based contribution, discourse, and 
structuration allow post-appraisal context and meaning to be socially formed, and then 
systematically captured.” A key way to grow this commons is through user thoughts 
and reactions to collections.51 Krause and Yakel cite the benefit of user corrections to 
the finding aid as benefiting not only the archivist but the future researcher as well. 
The Polar Bear Expedition project decided to let correction annotations remain even 
when insufficient evidence existed to support the archivist changing the finding aid, 
to allow users to decide for themselves the interpretation of the record. Furthermore, 
Krause and Yakel argue that annotations to the finding aid foster “a sense of owner-
ship and a vested interest in the site’s continuation and improvement” for the user, 
but for the archivists too in that they are connected to a living, changing document.52

Several examples of user annotations from UMarmot and the Joyner Library enrich 
the record through observation, personal story, or correction to the finding aid. Only a 
few will be discussed here. UMarmot’s record for the Ray Ethan Torrey Papers describes 
the collection of correspondence, lecture materials, drawings, educational records, 
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and photographs of the plant morphologist and botany professor from Massachusetts 
Agriculture College. The description outlines Torrey’s career and philosophical outlook 
on science. An annotation left at the bottom of Torrey’s record affectionately recounts 
informal talks on the subjects of philosophy, science, and religion lasting for several 
hours and attended by upwards of 60 people that Torrey held on Friday evenings at 
the botany building.53 This annotation is an intriguing detail of Torrey’s life that may 
very well not be documented in his collection, and the evident personal admiration 
the commentator felt for Torrey adds a further dimension to the character of Torrey 
and his work.54 The Joyner Library’s Mamie E. Jenkins Papers is a rich collection of 
correspondence, notes, and other materials compiled by Jenkins during her time as 
English faculty member of East Carolina Teachers Training School.55 A brief user 
annotation for this collection communicates a great deal: “This is a good collection 
for Education majors to check out.”56 Although the finding aid for the Jenkins Papers 
indicates Jenkins was an educator and involved with many issues of education, a peer 
suggestion reiterates for others the value of Jenkins’s collection to a specific user group. 

Two finding aids from the Joyner Library contain correction annotations. The first 
is from the S. B. Taylor Papers, where a user annotation provides Taylor’s full name 
as Simon Bolivar Taylor.57 For any genealogical researcher, this annotation would be 
particularly valuable as the finding aid does not provide Taylor’s full name.58 As with 
previously discussed collections, it is entirely possible Taylor’s full name never ap-
pears in any of the records contained within his collection. The Richard C. Wooten 
Collection also contains an annotation suggesting the creator’s surname is misspelled 
and should appear as “Wooton.” The user does not offer any evidence to prove the 
name is misspelled, but the annotation allows future users to decide which version of 
the surname they will use.59 The Joyner Library has not yet made changes to either the 
S. B. Taylor Papers or the Richard C. Wooten Collection based on these annotations. 

Light and Hyry identify several benefits of employing online finding aids, among 
them the ability of annotations to highlight specific records within a collection that may 
be overlooked because they are not described on the finding aid, the use of hypertexts 
to link users to “other items, collections, or pieces of scholarship, . . . also [to] map 
contextual relationships among individuals, families and organizations that are relevant 
to an understanding of the records,” and the ability to create scholarly research trails 
for future users.60 Both UMarmot and the Joyner Library can point to examples of user 
annotations highlighting specific records in collections, all in the form of transcrip-
tions. A user’s choice to transcribe a record in an annotation is particularly interesting 
because of the time this involves, as many of these documents can be presumed to be 
handwritten. The opening of this article highlights one transcription from the Utterback 
Papers at the Joyner Library. The Joyner Library has two collections with transcription 
annotations, the Olaf M. Hustvedt Oral History Interview and the Lightfoot Paper. 
One user of the Hustvedt Oral History collection transcribed a letter written to Vice 
Admiral Hustvedt by the historian who conducted the oral history. The transcribed 
letter shows the historian’s appreciation of Vice Admiral Hustvedt’s use of language 
during the interview, an element of the men’s relationship that would otherwise be lost 
to history.61 The Lightfoot Paper is a collection consisting of one photocopied letter 
six pages in length. The letter was written by a pro-Union woman identified as “Mitt” 



 THE PARTICIPATORY FINDING AID AND THE ARCHIVIST 89

living in Gainesville, Georgia, at the end of the Civil War to a sister in the North.62 
Although this letter can be viewed on the finding aid, it is rather difficult to read. The 
full transcription one user made of the letter is indispensable as it saves other users 
the trouble of transcribing the letter for themselves.63 

Use of hypertexts in finding aid annotations is an excellent way for archivists and 
users to link collections with other resources both in and out of the repository, create 
connections between collections, as well as draw traffic to a collection that may be 
underused. Anderson and Allen propose that the use of linking will create a type of 
connectivity that allows for the organization and interpretation of knowledge, and 
that allowing the user to link materials “facilitates the possibility of determining how 
archival materials fit into broad research networks and where they assume their relative 
position in the information universe [to be] at any given point in time.”64 Even if links 
were to break in the future, Anderson and Allen suggest that the trace would still be 
valuable in signifying that a relationship existed between a record and another object.65 
Wendy Duff and Catherine Johnson state that the concept of building context around 
collections and placing them in a social time is a vital part of understanding records 
for researchers and is easily achieved by using hypertext to connect other collections 
and outside resources.66 The Preliminary Inventory of the U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary 
Records, 1939–1997, at the Joyner Library provides an excellent example of the benefit 
of hypertext. This collection consists of various records from the “national and divi-
sional offices of the U.S Coast Guard auxiliary” that are not yet processed, although 
a detailed list of accessions is provided.67 In the annotation, a statement explains that 
a full description of the collection is not yet available, and a link directs users to a da-
tabase of Coast Guard records located elsewhere on the Joyner Library site.68 Linking 
the user to the Coast Guard database permits further research.

Traditionally, scholarly researchers have relied on tracing footnotes in colleagues’ 
articles and books to aid in their own research.69 Duff and Johnson’s study of schol-
ars’ use of archival collections demonstrates that researchers regard citations from 
colleagues “as the best method of finding their way to relevant sources in archives” 
and that finding aids are regarded as difficult to navigate in most situations.70 Without 
preexisting knowledge of collections, researchers find using archival collections to be 
overwhelming and even panic-inducing when they first approach a new repository or 
finding aid.71 The language used on a finding aid can be confusing, and deciphering 
the information to find useful records can take time.72 Allowing users to make anno-
tations they can understand and bring forward records they find important fosters a 
common ground where users share the role of creating the language used, closing the 
gap between archival language and users’ ability to find records.73 

Unfortunately, neither UMarmot nor the Joyner Library site contains examples of 
scholarly research trails of the sort that Anderson and Allen or Light and Hyry imagine, 
but there are annotations leading to further research. Two examples from the Joyner 
Library are the Preliminary Inventory of the Wilmington Iron Works Records and 
the Pearle McCain Oral History. Like the Coast Guard preliminary inventory, the 
Wilmington Iron Works Records are not fully processed, although they do include 
container lists processed to the series level with indications of which portions are yet 
unprocessed.74 An annotation for this collection provides the name and location of an 
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individual with an inventory of patterns created by the Wilmington Iron Works and 
contact information for a vendor of the parts, opening a new research avenue for the 
user.75 Likewise, the Pearle McCain Oral History contains an annotation that enables 
further research on McCain. This oral history is a discussion of McCain’s time as an 
educator in China and Japan intermittently from 1929 to 1971.76 In the annotation, a user 
has provided the location of a small supplementary collection consisting of a biography 
written by Anne M. C. Queen, McCain’s niece; a photograph of McCain in Chinese 
dress from the 1930s; and an English-Chinese New Testament with McCain’s own an-
notations, located in Arkansas United Methodist Museum in Little Rock, Arkansas.77

The case study of repositories illustrates how users are interacting with participatory 
finding aids, but these projects also highlight the unfortunate reality that not many users 
are utilizing annotation features. Considering the vast number of records accessible 
on both sites and the low number of annotations created, it is clear that annotation is 
just catching on with users. Furthermore, only a few records contain more than one 
annotation, signifying that, for the most part, researchers are not using this feature to 
create the community archivists are hoping for. This conclusion should not be inter-
preted as a rejection of participatory finding aids, but as an assessment of where work 
is needed to attract users to such interaction. In an article advocating participatory 
archives, Isto Huvila reassures archivists that given the very specific nature of archival 
records, users do not need to be continually contributing annotations to make others 
want to contribute as well. Huvila argues that if the repository’s records are socially 
important enough, users will continually be drawn to interact with them. The real issue 
at hand, Huvila states, is how well a repository’s information infrastructure draws in 
users. Once this piece is in place, a repository’s site contents may remain vital despite 
user fluctuations.78

Archivists can advocate for the use of participatory finding aids in three ways: ad-
vertising the user-generated capabilities of their repositories, gaining inspiration from 
successful user-focused campaigns within the archival profession, and encouraging 
archivists to be involved with the annotation of online finding aids. Most repositories 
use social media as well as their websites to reach users. Cox cites research conducted 
by Helen Tibbo that discovered that users are not aware of online finding aids or how to 
use them, and repositories must become responsible for educating users.79 Repositories 
could easily make the participatory features of their finding aids more prevalent on 
their websites as well as advertising those features through their social media, perhaps 
even highlighting examples of annotations. Additionally, repositories should publish 
short video tutorials to their websites using free software such as Jing to educate re-
searchers on using finding aids.80

Archivists should take inspiration from programs like “I Found It in the Archives!,” 
which encourages users to share personal stories of record discovery in their local 
repositories.81 The 2012 “I Found It in the Archives!” had a total of eight partici-
pants—one video and seven essays. Although this is a small number of participants, 
the reach of the competition is substantial. The primary goal of this competition is to 
connect users and archivists through social media, and on that point this competition 
has been a success. User excitement over record discovery and social media interaction 
can be adapted to encourage users to utilize participatory finding aids. The spirit of “I 
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Found It in the Archives!” should be encouraged every day. Annotation is a powerful 
platform for sharing, as the nature of the online record allows users not only to write 
annotations, but also to post audiovisual materials.

Finally, archivists must lead by example, creating their own annotations in online 
finding aids. Reference archivists have long made informal annotations to paper re-
sources to help build knowledge of collections, so why not make such notes available to 
the public as well?82 Archivists should be encouraged to be just as excited about record 
discovery as users. When an archivist discovers a record of interest while answering 
reference requests or during the course of regular business, he or she too should be 
encouraged to add this information to the finding aid for others to enjoy. Archivists’ 
annotations could demonstrate to users exactly how annotations can be used.

Conclusion

Allowing the user a participatory role in online finding aids through annotations 
connects the user to records and repositories in a more personal way. By inviting the 
user to share his or her experiences with collections, records not described in the find-
ing aid are brought to light, multiple interpretations of collections are created, research 
trails for future users are formed, and archivists are held accountable for their work on 
finding aids. These elements of online participatory finding aids result in more complete 
resources for users and archivists. UMarmot and the Joyner Library sites serve as two 
examples of participatory finding aids that engage users. These sites are aesthetically 
different, but both are effective in connecting users with records and encouraging 
participation with the collections and records through annotations. 

Concerns regarding staff resources necessary to monitor user annotations and who 
should do so can be addressed through a clear repository policy outlining procedures 
for acceptance, removal, and further reference. There is no standard for how a reposi-
tory should monitor annotations, and each repository should adopt a policy appropri-
ate to its unique resources. An initial investment of staff time will be necessary to 
get finding aids with annotation capabilities up and running, and a project manager 
should be assigned to oversee the process. Content management systems are available 
on any budget and make creating interactive finding aids simple. Issues of protecting 
repositories from copyright infringement should be taken seriously, and, although it 
is commonly accepted that users give up their copyrights after submitting their com-
ments, a “Document of Assumptions” or a Creative Commons license is a good way to 
further safeguard the repository. Regular assessment of the annotations process should 
take place using web analytics to track visitor statistics and interactions with the site. 
Analysis of the data should inform adjustments in staff and resources for monitoring 
finding aid annotations. 

Archivists must not dwell on losing control of finding aids; rather, they should adopt 
a postmodern view of the finding aid that promotes openness and accountability. The 
postmodern finding aid invites collaboration from many users’ perspectives and in-
cludes the archivist as a participant in the conversation with users. Repositories can 
no longer process and describe collections in great depth; therefore, the concept of 
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the finding aid must shift. Archivists must begin to view it as a fluid resource that can 
be made more complete and useful through user annotation. Furthermore, allowing 
the user to add annotations to the finding aid helps create collections and records that 
have more searchable terms and are ultimately more easily found on the repository 
website as well as on the Internet.  

The conclusion that participatory finding aids are not widely utilized is not discour-
aging; rather, it is a professional challenge to archivists to adapt technology to their 
advantage. Archivists must not stand by waiting for users to find the participatory 
features of finding aids. Instead, repositories must use advertising techniques readily 
available to them, such as their websites and social media, to publicize participatory 
finding aids. Repositories should follow the example of successful programs such as 
“I Found It in the Archives!” to encourage users to always be excited and vocal about 
record discovery within their local repositories. Finally, archivists must lead by example 
if they expect users to access participatory features. 

The transcription annotation included with the Elizabeth Utterback Papers brings 
playfulness—a term that is not often used to describe an archives—to the collection. 
The user annotation of Utterback’s lighthearted poem highlights a document that is 
not in the collection’s finding aid and instantly gives the records themselves a human 
touch, intriguing researchers to explore further. Most important, this simple annota-
tion illustrates the connection developed between a user and Utterback’s papers. It 
suggests the future of the finding aid as a space for building community and conver-
sation between repository, archivist, and user. By adopting a postmodernist view of 
the archivist’s relationships to records, spreading the word on online finding aids’ 
capabilities, encouraging a participatory role every day for users, and setting examples 
within the profession, archivists can make the transition to participatory communities 
a rewarding experience for everyone involved. 
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Appendix I: UMarmot Collections with User Annotations

Bela Burnett Account Book, 1801–1842. 1 vol. (0.25 linear feet) www.library 
.umass.edu/spcoll/umarmot/?p=469#comments

Jules Chametzky Papers, 1947–2006. 15 boxes (22.5 linear feet) www.library 
.umass.edu/spcoll/umarmot/?p=628

Howard Lebow Collection, 1947–1983 (Bulk: 1960–1970). (32.5 linear feet) 
www.library.umass.edu/spcoll/umarmot/?p=737#respond

Ray Ethan Torrey Papers, 1832–1983. 13 boxes (5.5 linear feet) www.library 
.umass.edu/spcoll/umarmot/?p=103

Appendix II: J. Y. Joyner Library Finding Aids with User Annotations

Lightfoot Paper, 1865 (Manuscript Collection #12) digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/
ead/view.aspx?id=0012&show=notes

Mamie E. Jenkins Papers, 1898–1947 (Manuscript Collection #31) digital.lib 
.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=0031&show=notes

Elizabeth Utterback Papers, 1923–1966 (Manuscript Collection #75) digital 
.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=0075&show=notes

S. B. Taylor Papers, 1870–1923 (Manuscript Collection #178) digital.lib.ecu 
.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=0178&show=notes

Ira Thomas Wyche Papers, 1941–1962 (Manuscript Collection #210) digital 
.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=0210&show=notes

Sutton Family Papers, 1741–1879 (Manuscript Collection #315) digital.lib.ecu 
.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=0315&show=notes

Eugene E. Barnett Memoir, 1888–1936 (Manuscript Collection #379) digital 
.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=0379&show=notes

Waldron M. McLellon Papers, 1880–2001 (Manuscript Collection #491) digital 
.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=0491&show=notes

Preliminary Inventory of the U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary Records, 1939–
1997 (Manuscript Collection #559) digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view 
.aspx?id=0559&show=notes
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Preliminary Inventory of the U.S. Naval Academy Class of 1909 Records, 
1907–1980 (Manuscript Collection #583) digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/
view.aspx?id=0583&show=notes

William H. and Araminta Guilford Tripp Papers, 1849–1911 (Manuscript Collec-
tion #614) digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=0614&show=notes

Paul V. Randolph Papers, 1819–1820, 1887–1907, 1950 (Manuscript Collection 
#680) digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=0680&show=notes

Richard C. Wooten Collection (Manuscript Collection #693) digital.lib.ecu 
.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=0693&show=notes

Ross S. Wilson Papers, 1860–1975 (Manuscript Collection #772) digital.lib 
.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=0772&show=notes

Preliminary Inventory of the Wilmington Iron Works Records, 1865, 1892–
1999 (Manuscript Collection #794) digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view 
.aspx?id=0794&show=notes

Preliminary Inventory of the Arthur-Burgess Family Papers, 1893–1915 
(Manuscript Collection #861) digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view 
.aspx?id=0861&show=notes

S.S. ZamZam Collection, 1941–1942 (Manuscript Collection #906) digital.lib 
.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=0906&show=notes

Preliminary Inventory of the J. Wallace Hamilton Collection, ca. 1963–1977 
(Manuscript Collection #970) digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view 
.aspx?id=0970&show=notes

Alice Morgan Person Collection, 1881–1943, 2007, undated (Manuscript Collec-
tion #1116) digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=1116&show=notes

Thomas W. Rivers Collection (Map Collection #MC0005) digital.lib.ecu.edu/
special/ead/view.aspx?id=MC0005&show=notes

A Map of the Middle Part of America, 1725 (Map Collection #MC0021.001) 
digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=MC0021-001&show=notes

Pearle McCain Oral History Interview, February 6, 1981 (Oral History #OH0068) 
digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id=OH0068&show=notes

Olaf M. Hustvedt Oral History Interview, December 31, 1975 (Oral History #OH0083) 
digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/view.aspx?id= OH0083&show=notes
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VIEWING SUBJECT(S) AS CREATOR(S): 
THE NEED TO REEXAMINE AND 

REDESCRIBE CIVIL RIGHTS 
COLLECTIONS FOR PLURALIST 

PROVENANCE
BY NATHAN SOWRY

ABSTRACT: This article reexamines and redescribes three civil rights collections, in 
multiple formats, to illustrate broader inclusivity through the notions of cocreatorship 
and pluralist provenance. Specifically, this article argues that archivists need to utilize 
broader descriptive practices that account for the possibility of multiple narratives, 
which, along with parallel and simultaneous multiple forms of creatorship, are all 
subsumed under the larger heading of pluralist provenance. Examples of the imple-
mentation of this broadened approach are given, and possible criticisms are addressed. 

We heed a profound call . . . when we confront our own story telling 
and seek ways of telling better, more inclusive stories.1

Wendy M. Duff and Verne Harris

Archival collections present the stories of society. They illustrate our collective 
memory and history through the written word, spoken word, and photographic image. 
A plurality of perspectives is implicitly included in any number of different formats of 
archival collections. Lamentably, few beyond the author, photographer, or interviewer 
are considered creators of these records. Subjects, the actors who both directly and 
indirectly lead to the creation of the archival collections, can also be viewed as cocre-
ators and multiple creators, alongside the individual identified as the primary creator. 
Because of this, many archival collections need to be reexamined, with the notions 
of cocreatorship and pluralist perspectives in mind, to better represent all of those 
involved in the creation of these records.2 Through this reinterpretation of creatorship, 
subjects can be described as multiple creators and/or cocreators. This would allow 
multiple perspectives to be included, historical contexts of events to be broadened, 
and the roles of those individuals not identified as sole creators of archival records to 
be acknowledged.

One avenue for practically implementing this pluralist provenance approach, and 
simultaneously widening the profession’s understanding of provenance, is including 
more descriptive cocreator and multiple creator fields within archival finding aids.3 
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Such a change within archival theory and practice transcends the division between 
creator and subject, recognizing the actions and voices of subjects and transforming 
them into cocreators of archival materials. This approach reflects wider trends among 
continuum theorists and postmodern archivists who advocate that such an undertaking 
would “create an environment of respect” by illustrating the existence of “multiple 
simultaneous and parallel provenance.”4

This article summarizes a shift in archival theory from single to pluralist provenance 
description and discusses the practical applications of implementing these theories. 
Section one discusses recent dialogue within the archival literature that delineates 
the limitations of viewing archival collections from only one perspective, that of the 
creator. This section argues that such a limited perspective presents the researcher and 
the public with a skewed and myopic understanding of archival collections. Section 
two provides an analysis of three collections of civil rights materials housed at the 
Wisconsin Historical Society (WHS), illustrating the existence and limitations of single 
provenance description in manuscript, photograph, and sound recording collections. 
Section three argues that to overcome this limited traditional approach to describing 
archival collections, archivists need to expand their understanding of creatorship to 
include all individuals involved in the formation of archival records. This section 
reviews the many ideas of pluralist provenance now developing within the archival 
literature and argues that such approaches should be incorporated into current archival 
work. Finally, section four provides a brief summary of how archivists can implement 
these theories in their work. 

Shifting Concepts of Creatorship

It is now commonly accepted among archivists and historians that a complete record 
of the past is impossible to re-create. Further, what does exist of the past is limited by 
individual perspective and bias. In his article “Archival Sliver: Power, Memory and 
Archives in South Africa,” Verne Harris refers to this partial or selective remember-
ing of the past as a slight window into historical events.5 Rodney G. S. Carter echoes 
this problem of incomplete historical records, aptly stating that “the records in the 
archives tell a very small part of a much larger and infinitely complex story.”6 While 
one record or version of the past is recorded, another is inevitably “left out” by the 
individual doing the recording.7 This is due to a myriad of factors involving different 
versions of interpretation, perspective, and bias that exist unintentionally, or sometimes 
intentionally, on the part of the creator. 

Over a century ago, American historian and archivist Waldo G. Leland urged that 
archives should be “classified according to their origin; they should reflect the processes 
by which they came into existence.”8 This same basic focus on origin and creatorship 
still exists today. For instance, Richard Pearce-Moses identifies provenance as “the 
individual, family, or organization which created or received the items in a collec-
tion.”9 This principle of provenance, stemming from European archival thought and 
continuing to the present, embraces a central goal of archives: to “protect the integrity 
of archival sources.”10 If we cannot trust the origin, or provenance, of an archival record, 
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this thought suggested, then how can we trust in its integrity or validity in informing 
us of the past? Concomitant with the idea of protecting the integrity of collections, 
therefore, is the effort among archivists to keep certain records separate from other 
records. In other words, archival collections traditionally have been described as hav-
ing a single creator or a single provenance. Allowing for more than one creator, some 
fear, would alter this provenance and could potentially damage the integrity and valid-
ity of archival collections. Others worry that expanded provenance overcomplicates 
the path of creatorship by allowing ancillary subjects to be considered creators, thus 
muddling what is a clear path of creatorship in single provenance description. While 
pluralist provenance does widen the concept of creatorship, it does so in an effort to 
more accurately portray the perspectives of those involved, as well as to represent a 
broader and fuller account of the historical context, witnessed through multiple lenses.11

Unfortunately, the traditional concept of one creator of an archival record greatly 
ignores the many other individuals involved in the record’s life cycle, foremost among 
them the archivist. Many postmodern and deconstructionist archivists now accept that 
through their own work as archivists, they unavoidably alter the record. Brien Broth-
man states that archivists are not simply “acquiring and preserving” records of value, 
but are rather “creating value” when they process, appraise, and describe archival 
records.12 Further, Wendy Duff and Verne Harris claim that archivists “cannot describe 
records in an unbiased, neutral, or objective way,” as they “inevitably will inject their 
own values into all such activities.”13

These archivists who utilize postmodern theory urge that rather than attempting to 
deny their biases within the records, archivists should embrace and recognize them.14 
Indeed, many archivists claim that just as they shape and alter the record, so too do 
they inevitably “remember certain aspects and hide or forget others.”15 This partial 
memory is similar to the notion of the archival sliver of reality, in which only a “slice, 
or a slice of a slice” of the actual event is recorded by the archivist.16 However, it would 
be incorrect to label the archivist’s manipulation of the historical record only in terms 
of forgetting and hiding. Randall Jimerson, for instance, argues that the role of the 
archivist is to “help to ensure accountability and documentation” of the archival record 
by providing “a means to verify or correct personal and collective memory through 
documentation.”17 Thus, whether verifying, correcting, hiding, or forgetting, the ar-
chivist is an integral shaper and creator of the archival record and should be identified 
and understood as such within the finding aid. 

According to Jeannette Bastian, archives and historical research have changed 
“dramatically over the past several decades,” shifting from “privileging the powerful 
to celebrating the peripheries.”18 Accompanying this change has been an emphasis on 
reexamining not only the role of the archivist in interpreting and altering the archival 
record, but also that of the subject and the user. Though the shifting landscape of 
provenance within the archival realm to which Bastian eludes will be discussed in 
greater detail in section three of this article, it is important to mention it briefly here. 
Not only does this shift alter the focus of historical study and recordkeeping from the 
powerful to the peripheral, it also broadens the idea of creatorship to include multiple 
creators: the originator(s), the subject(s), the archivist(s), and the user(s). Michelle 
Caswell portrays this shift or “re-conceptualization” of provenance as 
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an ever-changing, infinitely evolving process of recontextualization, 
encompassing not only the initial creators of the records, but the subjects 
of the records themselves; the archivists who acquired, described, and 
digitized them (among other interventions); and the users who constantly 
reinterpret them.19

Implementing the practice of recognizing cocreatorship may appear daunting. But 
examining a few examples of single provenance description reveals the limitations of 
such a practice. Furthermore, such an examination of archival records should hopefully 
encourage future generations of archivists to broaden their inclusivity by presenting 
multiple narratives and thus the pluralist provenances that exist within many archival 
collections.

Civil Rights Case Studies

To illustrate the limitations of single creatorship and the potential remedies, this 
article focuses  on three collections of materials housed at the Wisconsin Historical 
Society. The first collection consists of manuscripts in the Freedom Rides Freedom of 
Information Act Files, 1961–1963, 1971–1977, a series of photocopied documents ob-
tained from the FBI relating to that agency’s investigation of the burning of a Greyhound 
“Freedom Rider” bus in Anniston, Alabama, in 1961. The second collection consists of 
nine photographs from the Benjamin E. Smith Papers, 1955–1967, which depict civil 
rights protestors being arrested for picketing a Meridian, Mississippi, Woolworth’s 
store that supported Jim Crow laws in 1964. The third collection comprises sound 
recordings of taped oral history interviews that a northern civil rights volunteer made 
with a civil rights activist in Bogalusa, Louisiana, in 1966. These sound recordings 
are part of the Miriam Feingold Papers, 1960–1967.

The first of these, the Freedom Rides manuscript collection, documents incidents 
surrounding the burning of a Greyhound Freedom Rider bus in Alabama in 1961. Ac-
cording to the finding aid summary, the collection consists of “photocopied documents 
obtained from the FBI in 1999 under the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA).”20 These 
documents, which include reports, diagrams, and summaries of witness interviews, 
relate to the FBI’s “investigation of the violence perpetrated against the Freedom Rid-
ers, the racially integrated group which rode segregated interstate buses in the South 
in 1961.”21 

As the manuscript collection includes a large amount of material relating to the burn-
ing of the Freedom Rider bus, pertinent information has been restricted to interviews 
of Greyhound Bus officials made by FBI agents. These interviews summarize the 
events of May 14, 1961, as experienced by the bus driver and his regional manager, and 
then relayed to federal employees. Even before the information reached the archivist 
at WHS, its transfer through several individuals illustrates two levels of creatorship. 
Chris Hurley refers to this as “multiple provenance.”22

The two Greyhound officials aboard the Freedom Rider bus recounted incidents of 
violence and racism. Roy Franklin Robinson, the regional manager of the Southern 
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Greyhound Lines in Atlanta, Georgia, reported to the FBI that before boarding the 
bus from Atlanta to Birmingham that day, he was “aware of the possibility of racial 
trouble.”23 According to Robinson, nine people aboard the Greyhound bus were known 
to be “Freedom Riders,” “four negroes and five white passengers.”24 On arrival at the 
Anniston, Alabama, bus terminal en route to Birmingham, “there was an estimated 
mob of 200 people, mostly young males, swarming around the bus screaming, curs-
ing, and waving clubs, chains, knives, and bricks.”25 Soon after the mob approached 
the bus, smoke was spotted spewing from the back of the vehicle. The intense heat 
and smoke forced passengers to exit, at which time the crowd started to attack them.26 
“A tall Negro with the Freedom Riders was hit in the face” with either a chain or a 
rubber hose, depending on the account of the eyewitness interviewed.27 A sergeant of 
the Alabama State Patrol arrived and restored order by firing a gun into the air and 
threatening to “shoot anyone who molested any of the passengers.”28

The interviews collected in the Freedom Rides Freedom of Information Act Files 
present the archival user/researcher with an example of the limitations of single prov-
enance description. The author in this collection is designated somewhat vaguely as an 
anonymous agent of the FBI.29 However, limiting the author or creator to the individual 
who performed the interview does a disservice to those interviewed. It filters infor-
mation through the interviewer’s perspective, allowing that person to retain or reject 
certain pieces of information as he or she sees fit. Privileging one perspective, that of 
the FBI interviewer, simultaneously denies “equal legitimacy to other” perspectives 
of those involved in the event, in this case the Greyhound officials, the bus passengers, 
and the mob of would-be attackers.30 

All of the many actors involved in this event can and should be considered creators 
of the archival record. The Greyhound officials who witnessed the racial violence in 
Anniston, the victims of the racial violence (the bus passengers), as well as those who 
perpetrated that violence (the local mob), equally shared in, and thus equally created, 
the archival record. Expanding the notion of cocreatorship and paying heed to the 
recent shifts in archival theory toward multiple perspectives simultaneously embraces 
the role of the subjects as active agents or creators in the archival record. 

This first example illustrates the limitations of single provenance in manuscript 
collections, which is also readily apparent in collections of photographs. Included in 
the papers of Benjamin E. Smith, a prominent southern civil rights lawyer involved in 
the Mississippi Freedom Summer activities, is a series of photographs documenting 
protests against racial segregation.31 The collection consists of nine black-and-white 
photographs that depict the protest and arrest of individuals boycotting a Meridian, 
Mississippi, Woolworth’s store because of its stance on segregation and Jim Crow 
laws in 1964.

The images in this collection, organized chronologically, begin with a photograph of 
four Meridian police officers, all wearing helmets, arriving at the scene of the protest.32 
Several subsequent photographs depict the advance of the police and their confiscation 
of protestors’ posters outside of the Woolworth’s store. Two posters clearly display the 
words “Woolworth is Jim Crow, Don’t Buy,” and “Freedom NOW.”33 The final series 
of photographs in this collection portrays a black male protestor being handcuffed and 
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then led into a police car by three white Meridian police officers. In the background, 
several more protestors, police officers, and bystanders can be seen.34

Evident in the photographs is the fact that the protestors, perhaps 10 people, are a 
mix of young and old, male and female, all notably African American. Archival de-
scriptions and finding aids refer to these individuals as “subjects” of the photographs, 
ignoring their necessary role in the creation of the images. Clearly, without them the 
photographs would not exist, and in this manner they are just as much creators as the 
photographer or the archivist who may later shape and alter the collection.35 Similarly, 
the Meridian police and curious bystanders documented in the photographs are also 
“creators” rather than mere “subjects” and should be described as such in the archival 
description. 

It is also important to note the possibilities that the photographs were staged or that 
the scene was in some way manipulated by the photographer, the subjects, or both. 
This relates directly to Joan M. Schwartz’s question: “Who are the persons intervening 
in the creation of the photograph and what is the nature of the document in relation to 
them?”36 If, indeed, some collaboration took place with the protestors depicted in the 
photographs, then they too are not only creators or cocreators of the archival record, 
but are also active shapers of the image. 

The third of the examples of civil rights materials from WHS is a collection of sound 
recordings of oral history interviews in the Miriam Feingold Papers. According to the 
finding aid summary, the collection includes “papers and tapes of a Civil Rights activ-
ist describing demonstrations, prison experiences, treatment of local blacks, and other 
topics regarding her work which was primarily in Mississippi and Louisiana.”37 As in 
the case of the Freedom Rides collection, the Feingold Papers contain a large amount 
of civil rights material from throughout the South, much of it not directly related to 
the sound recordings and interviews.38 

The oral history interview of Gayle Jenkins concerns many events in Bogalusa, 
Louisiana, and the changing racial and social structure of that community in 1966. 
As secretary of the Bogalusa Voters’ League, Jenkins was heavily involved with the 
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and the struggle for integration throughout the 
South. Her interview covers many racially significant topics including violence per-
petrated against southern black men, women, and children, and the impotence of the 
federal government or its unwillingness to intervene. Jenkins speaks of the murder 
of both an African American sheriff and another unidentified man about which no 
follow-up or police inquiry was made. When she questioned agents of the federal 
government regarding this, she was told that as it was not a federal case, they could 
not become involved.39 Repeated mention is made of this impotence on the part of the 
federal government in aiding its own citizens in their struggle for equality. Jenkins 
reports that in many instances, federal agents witnessed and took notes during events 
of racially motivated abuse, but offered little protection.40 An example of this was 
when, during the integration of the Bogalusa city park in the summer of 1965, known 
Klansmen and local police reportedly beat black women and children while federal 
agents stood by doing nothing.
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During another part of her interview, Jenkins describes Klansmen “burning and 
shooting into the homes” of black citizens in Bogalusa and the retaliatory actions of 
a group of semi-anonymous members of the Deacons for Defense.41 In contrast to 
this group, Jenkins mentions the sizable contingent of “conservative negroes” in the 
community, mostly local black citizens not involved in the civil rights movement.42 
Concluding her interview, Jenkins speaks of broader efforts to integrate the community, 
specifically the problems resulting from “token integration” within the schools.43 She 
states that four black students were admitted into the twelfth grade and two into first 
grade, but adds that these children were “intimidated, beaten, kicked, spit on” and that 
their food was reportedly “served with worms in it.”44

The interview of Gayle Jenkins made for Miriam Feingold’s collection of civil rights 
materials is just one more example of the limitations of single provenance description. 
The events described by Jenkins reflect the hardships experienced by a southern Afri-
can American community during the waning years of legalized segregation. As such, 
although the experiences and events are told through the narrative of one individual, 
they reflect the multiple experiences and manifold narratives of the entire community. 
Rather than limiting the notion of creatorship solely to the interviewer, provenance 
should be expanded to reflect the experiences of those interviewed and those described 
as members of the Bogalusa community. This broadened provenance illustrates well 
recent trends in the archival profession that push for recognition of cocreatorship and 
pluralist provenance in a community or societal environment.

All three of these collections, manuscript, photograph, and sound recording, docu-
ment the struggles of African Americans in their effort to gain equality in the United 
States in the second half of the twentieth century. Further, and particularly relevant to 
the argument of this article, each collection depicts the author or creator in a form of 
single provenance. By broadening their understanding of creatorship and accepting 
that multiple perspectives and narratives exist, archivists can transform the subject(s) 
of these collections into creator(s). 

Broadening the Concept of Creatorship for Pluralist Provenance

The three case studies of civil rights archival collections at the Wisconsin Historical 
Society illustrate the limitations that confront researchers when they examine records. 
Although an archival sliver or a “slice of reality” is present in a record’s finding aid, 
it represents only one perspective. This type of single provenance description does a 
disservice to the multitude of other individuals—with their own perspectives, stories, 
and biases—involved in the creation and life cycle of each record. According to Terry 
Cook, “There is not one narrative in a series or collection of records, but many nar-
ratives, many stories, serving many purposes for many audiences, across time and 
space.”45 Archivists who ignore these other perspectives further diminish the “slice of 
reality” extant in historical, archival records.

The shift in archival thinking from single to pluralist provenance broadens the prin-
ciple of provenance and is helping to move us from an “archival universe dominated 
by one cultural paradigm to an archival multiverse; from a world constructed in terms 
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of ‘the one’ and ‘the other’ to a world of multiple ways of knowing and practicing, 
of multiple narratives co-existing in one space.”46 This shift in thinking comprises a 
number of differing schemas to better describe “multiple narratives” and is the work of 
many archival theorists, scholars, and practitioners.47 A full discourse on each concept 
is beyond the scope of this article, but it is necessary to briefly define some of these 
emerging views and discuss how they do or do not provide remedies to the traditional 
practice of single provenance description. In this new reconceptualization of the ar-
chival world and its descriptive terminology, some emergent ideas related to the issue 
of provenance that are discussed in this article include pluralism, the community of 
records approach, societal provenance, ethnicity as provenance, indigenous notions 
of provenance, as well as parallel, multiple, and simultaneous multiple provenance.48

According to Duff and Harris, archivists need to “accept that there always have been 
and always will be many provenances, multiple voices, hundreds of relationships, [and] 
multiple layers of context, all needing to be documented” within the archival record.49 
Added to this, Eric Ketelaar states that “every interaction, intervention, interrogation, 
and interpretation by creator, user, and archivist activates the record.”50 Consequently, 
each record would have “many creators” and “many who may claim the record’s author-
ship and ownership.”51 Accepting this idea of multiple creatorship then, the recent call 
within the field for a “set of principles relating to inclusive, pluralistic, and culturally 
aware record-keeping”52 becomes clear.

Any discussion of postmodern discourse and theory inevitably carries with it 
weighted terms of language and the competing power structures that underlie them.53 
In spite of this, language is nevertheless required to communicate abstract and complex 
concepts and is necessary to explicate recent employments of the term “pluralism” by 
archival scholars. Pluralism as it is used here does not simply refer to many or different 
perspectives, but rather implies multiple versions of reality that can be acknowledged 
through different perspectives on archival records.54 A fuller definition of this complex 
term posits that 

pluralism emphasizes understanding the records of local, minority, and 
marginalized communities and community expectations of archives and 
archival professionals, as well as understanding of records and associ-
ated expectations of governments, corporations, academic institutions, 
and other large bureaucracies. The pluralist approach emphasizes issues 
such as the role that records and archives could and do play in creating 
and preserving cultural memory, and the role of records in truth and 
reconciliation commissions, in community recovery from human rights 
abuses, and in promulgating and addressing ethnic strife and political 
and social injustices.55

The pluralist approach, then, is one in which multiple actors and narratives exist and 
are acknowledged within the archival record. It accommodates “multiple and plural 
perspectives on the record and its context, supports participatory management models, 
and enables people and communities—once considered the subjects of the records—to 
add their perspectives and stories.”56 In this reconceptualization of the archival record, 
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the incorporation of the pluralist approach insists on the need for recognition of multiple 
creators, each bringing his or her own conception of reality. 

One of the emergent archival approaches that embraces multiple creator provenance is 
Jeannette Bastian’s “community of records.” “Within a ‘community of records,’ record 
creation is attributed not only to the literal inscriber of a record but also to the commu-
nity and each of its members.”57 “In such an approach, even the subjects of records are 
viewed as cocreators.”58 Jimerson praises this type of broadened, inclusive provenance, 
as it extends creatorship to those often overlooked in archival collections, namely the 
“marginalized or silenced.”59 In this way, the community of records approach remedies 
the limitations of single provenance description by recognizing that all actors in the 
archival record are equal creators. For Bastian, “All layers of society are participants 
in the making of records, and the entire community becomes the larger provenance of 
the records,” with “all segments of the society” becoming “full partners.”60

Similar to Bastian’s community of records approach is Jennifer Douglas’s concept 
of societal provenance. Douglas defines this notion of expanded provenance as ask-
ing “archivists to recognize that records creators do not operate in isolation, but are 
instead members of a collectivity that influences the choices they make and the ways 
they behave.”61 Thus, like many of the other ideas examined in this article, societal 
provenance enlarges archivists’ understanding of the interactions of records creators, 
subjects, and users, specifically their context within larger society.

Joel Wurl is another archivist concerned with the limitations of traditional ideas of 
provenance. In a 2005 article, Wurl described the recent shift of archivists active in 
“challenging the profession to widen its understanding of provenance.”62 He states that 
many of these archivists want to develop a form of provenance that encompasses “the 
subjects as well as the literal producers of records.”63 As a potential solution, Wurl 
suggests the idea of recognizing “ethnicity as provenance.” This broadened conception 
of provenance and creatorship “enables us to break free from the limiting constraints 
of the classical definition,” away from ideas of the individual or the organization, and 
instead emphasizes the community, the group.64 For Wurl, this expanded notion of 
provenance allows archivists to “ensure that the record of society truly represents the 
people who compose it,” not just the elite.65

Many of the ideas of expanded provenance, plurality, and multiple ways of perceiv-
ing the world so far discussed can apply directly to conceptions of indigenous notions 
of provenance. The approaches posited by Bastian, Douglas, Wurl, and many others 
relate to non-Western perceptions of history and reality. Interrelated with these ideas of 
creatorship and participation in the creation of the archival record are notions of own-
ership and access. While the Protocols for Native American Archival Materials does 
not explicitly address provenance and viewing subjects as creators, it does repeatedly 
advocate for the rights of indigenous ownership of archival materials.66 Specifically, 
it references notions of “community ownership” that illustrate the claims of Bastian 
and Wurl that archivists need to develop community or culturally based forms of prov-
enance. Indeed, Wurl adds to this that archivists would do better in this “paradigm of 
cultural provenance” if they shifted from a form of archival custodianship to one of 
“stewardship.”67 In this way, the subject community would have a greater voice in the 
handling and presentation of materials, as well as greater access and ownership. For 
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Wurl, as for other advocates of such an approach, this would go a long way in creating 
a “full and free engagement of the documented” and the documenter.68

Regarding indigenous notions of provenance, access, and ownership, Sue McKem-
mish writes that “as subjects of the record, Indigenous people have access rights, but 
do not participate in decision-making relating to appraisal, custody, preservation, 
description, and access.”69 Fortunately, Kimberly Christen has undertaken some recent 
work to re-address these issues of active participation by indigenous peoples and com-
munities in their own records. Christen, working with several Native American tribes 
in the Pacific Northwest and Washington State University’s Manuscripts, Archives, and 
Special Collections (MASC), created the Plateau Peoples’ Web Portal.70 According to 
Christen, their goal was to “undo the privileging practices” extant in traditional archi-
val practice and, “in their place, to establish a set of standards that allows for multiple 
voices, layered context, diverse forms of metadata, and the expansion of the archival 
record.”71 Clearly such work involves a completely new way of viewing and under-
standing not just provenance, but access, ownership, and diverse forms of knowledge.

A final set of ideas around this recent shift to expanded provenance concerns the 
work of Chris Hurley and relates to multiple ways of defining and describing forms 
of creatorship. For Hurley, “Parallel provenance denotes uncertainty, confusion, am-
biguity, or unresolved contestation in existing descriptive practice.”72 To remedy this, 
archivists need to utilize broader descriptive practices that account for the possibility 
of multiple narratives, which, along with parallel and simultaneous multiple forms of 
creatorship, all are subsumed under the larger heading of pluralist provenance. Hurley 
refers to this form of expanded description as “the ability to render alternative narra-
tives about the same records.”73

Hurley divides these notions into multiple and simultaneous multiple forms of 
provenance. In his words, multiple provenance recognizes “that documents assembled 
as records can pass through the hands of several successive creators over time.” He 
notes, however, that such a form of creatorship “still affords a primacy.”74 Some form 
of primacy obviously must be given, as without it, the notion of creatorship can be 
traced ad infinitum. An example of multiple provenance from the case studies already 
given is the interview of Gayle Jenkins performed by Miriam Feingold. Although 
Jenkins would be the primary creator, her words and perceptions were modified by 
Feingold, then by the archivist(s) processing the collection at WHS, and since then by 
every successive user of that collection. 

Simultaneous multiple provenance, as described by Hurley, is slightly different. 
In this form of provenance, “two or more creators” of the archival record are able to 
be identified “at one and the same time,” effectively existing parallel to each other.75 
An example from the civil rights collections pertaining to simultaneous multiple 
provenance are the photographs of protestors in the Benjamin E. Smith Papers. As 
multiple subjects, the protestors, the police, and the bystanders are all creators of the 
photographs, as is the photographer actively creating them. Each subject/creator is 
depicted in the “same” photograph, at the “same” time, though their understanding 
and perception of reality allow for “different” ways of seeing.76 These different ways 
of seeing would reflect a deeper and fuller historical context, one that incorporates the 
perspectives of multiple subjects as creators.
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Although such abstract and heavily loaded conceptions of creatorship appear to be 
able to continue on ad infinitum, Hurley assures his readers that “parallel provenance 
does not imply an indiscriminate attribution of ‘creators’ to documents.”77 Rather, 
he states that “only those that are necessary to a full understanding of the acts or 
circumstances that make the associated documents meaningful as records” should 
be considered as part of the provenance.78 In other words, archivists’ conception of a 
community or society of provenance does have barriers, and they are only relevant to 
the provenance of a record in how they relate to the event described. If they cannot be 
shown to be related to the event, that is to be “contextual factors,” then they should 
not be considered part of its provenance.79

Practical Implications of Pluralist Provenance

With the introduction of any new theory into a field of study, doubts arise about 
its validity and necessity. The field of archival studies is no different, and its need to 
ascertain the contributory nature of emergent archival theories is both understandable 
and laudable. Questions relating to expanded provenance description and its place in the 
archives include, but are certainly not limited to, what are the practical implications? 
Can it really work? And how would archivists go about implementing these theories 
into their daily practice? This section briefly addresses these concerns by illustrating 
the adaptability of pluralist provenance by applying it to the civil rights case studies 
previously discussed.

After reviewing the multiple conceptions of expanded provenance, it is clear that 
these constructs are applicable to many archival collections. Indeed, many different 
conceptions of provenance can be applied to the same collection and overlap. Each 
of the civil rights examples presented in this article illustrates the definition of the 
pluralist approach in that multiple narratives and actors exist in each record and are 
necessary for the record’s formation. Whether in the case of the burning of the Grey-
hound bus in Alabama, the arrest of protestors in Mississippi, or the abuse of African 
American women and children in Louisiana, the telling and retelling of each of these 
stories includes a host of creators, providing pluralist or multiple perspectives on each 
event. This is not restricted to those records mentioned here, however, as the pluralist 
approach is appropriate to describe virtually any archival record in which creatorship 
concerns the actions or narratives of those beyond the individual. As archival records 
are readily acknowledged, at least by postmodernists, as being shaped, molded, and 
manipulated by the archivist(s) as well as the user(s), this pluralist approach to describ-
ing provenance is practically limitless in its use in the archives. 

As noted, these case studies are not limited to being described only through the 
pluralist approach, but instead, a similar argument could be made for each to fit, for 
example, Bastian’s definition of a “community of records,” Douglas’s “societal prov-
enance,” or Hurley’s “multiple” or “multiple simultaneous provenance.” According 
to Bastian, in a community of records approach, record creation is attributed to the 
whole of the “community and each of its members.”80 In a similar manner, Douglas 
speaks of expanded cocreatorship by acknowledging the role of society and societal 
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influences on the creation, or provenance, of archival records. Just as Gayle Jenkins’s 
interview in the Miriam Feingold Papers addresses issues and experiences of the 
community of Bogalusa, so too does it implicitly recognize the role of larger societal 
influences, thus illustrating both Bastian’s and Douglas’s approaches. For instance, 
although the interview is told from Jenkins’s perspective, she speaks for and about the 
larger African American community in her town, recognizing conservative and radical 
factions, including experiences of racist and moderate white members of her commu-
nity, and acknowledging larger societal influences through the witnessing of federal 
agents, and the interviewer, a northern white woman. To implement such a pluralist 
provenance approach to archival description, it would be necessary to reexamine such 
a collection, and redescribe the “creator” in light of the multiple perspectives, narra-
tives, and influences of all of these individuals. Specifically, this can be implemented 
by utilizing broader descriptive practices that account for the possibility of multiple 
narratives and by including more descriptive cocreator and multiple creator fields 
within archival finding aids. 

Many of the approaches of expanded pluralist provenance description can be applied 
to each of the case studies discussed above, illuminating the perspectives of the “sub-
jects” and recognizing their contributions as “creators.” Critics of such a broadened 
approach of creatorship would certainly note, however, that there must be some logi-
cal stopping point at which archivists no longer recognize the notion of a cocreator. 
This is referred to by Hurley as the barrier between embodying “what provenance 
involves” and merely “association” with the event.81 In addition to a broadened notion 
of creatorship, implementing pluralist provenance also expands the role of the archivist. 
It becomes the archivist’s responsibility to decide who is involved in the provenance 
of the collection, who is merely associated with it, and how these individuals, these 
creators and subjects, should be identified in the record. As an “active shaper” of the 
archival record, it is the archivist’s responsibility to decide what constitutes “involve-
ment” and “association” with the records in his or her care, but with an eye toward 
greater receptivity to the stories and memories of all members of society, not just the 
primary creators or compilers.82 

Such an approach requires a reexamination and redescription of the finding aid 
documentation to include more than just a single creator. Widening the profession’s 
understanding of provenance and recognizing the necessary role of cocreators in 
archival records can be practically implemented through the inclusion of additional 
creator, cocreator, and multiple creator fields within finding aids.83 Admittedly, imple-
menting this broadened description of archival creatorship would require additional 
time and resources. Because of the limited budgets of many archival repositories and 
historical societies, critics may easily question why archivists would devote their scant 
resources toward expanded provenance description. As noted throughout this article, 
however, this type of broadened description recognizes the contributions of numerous 
individuals and communities, some who have been consciously silenced, and allows 
them greater voice and authority within our collective history, and it is therefore a 
benefit in line with the costs.
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Further, in addition to expanding the list of creator(s) to include subject(s), archivists 
can also redescribe the finding aid and the collection through the use of colophons and 
annotations.84 This practice of implementing pluralist provenance in archival collec-
tions presents a deeper, fuller, and perhaps truer reflection of the events. Rather than 
altering the historical context, pluralist provenance more fully reflects the historical 
context of the event in its manifold state, recognizing, and even highlighting, that 
apparent biases always exist—in the perspectives of the interviewer, photographer, 
archivist, or researcher. By including such devices that speak to the mediating role 
of the archivist(s) and user(s), a broadened understanding of multiple perspectives is 
presented, and archivists are better able to fulfill their “responsibility and role in the 
transmittal of cultural and social memory.”85 

Conclusion

The civil rights case studies examined in this article each represent the traditional 
notion of single provenance description and illustrate the inevitable lacunae that arise 
through such a limiting approach. The Freedom Rides Freedom of Information Act 
Files, for instance, designate the provenance or creator as simply an anonymous agent 
of the FBI.86 Mention could, and should, be made of the multiple other perspectives 
and voices instrumental in the creation and existence of this record detailing the events 
of that 1961 day in Anniston, Alabama. Rather than single provenance, this collec-
tion’s finding aid could be reexamined and redescribed to better represent its pluralist 
provenance that includes the perspectives and biases of the Greyhound Bus officials, 
the FBI agents, the Freedom Rider bus passengers, and the angry mob, as well as the 
archivist(s) and user(s) later involved.

Similar arguments could be made for the subjects/creators of the Meridian, Missis-
sippi, Woolworth’s protest photographs in the Benjamin E. Smith Papers, or for Gayle 
Jenkins and her fellow community members of Bogalusa, Louisiana, in the Miriam 
Feingold Papers. Both examples could be rewritten to illustrate several of the expanded 
provenance descriptions already mentioned, including Bastian’s community of re-
cords, Douglas’s societal provenance, or Hurley’s multiple and simultaneous multiple 
provenance. To do so, archivists will need to reexamine and redescribe the collections 
in their care with an eye for diversity and for sensitivity, and an acknowledgment of 
multiple ways of perceiving the world. The adoption of such an approach by archival 
institutions would do more than simply reflect the recent shift toward pluralist prov-
enance within the archival literature. It would also go a long way in recognizing and 
documenting the “lives, desires, [and] needs of ordinary people,” as well as establishing 
an “environment of respect.”87
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WALKING THE HIGH WIRE: THE IMPACT 
OF CAMPUS TALES AND LEGENDS 
ON THE COLLEGE OR UNIVERSITY 
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ABSTRACT: College and university archives use outreach to showcase the history 
documented in their collections. When it comes to making history-based connections 
with students, alumni, and others, a common area of focus is the telling and retelling 
of favorite campus tales and legends. Yet beyond their use for outreach, these stories 
are also a major area of responsibility for the college or university archives. Campus 
tales and legends can be a source of positive attention and goodwill for the college or 
university archivist, but they can also be a source of embarrassment, factual error, or 
conflict. In extreme cases, a college or university archives can even find its existence 
as a repository for university history being challenged or undermined in ways that 
are painful and public. Using the University of Maryland Archives as an example, 
this article illustrates the positive and negative aspects of working with these popular 
stories and offers an approach for handling these tales to provide maximum benefit 
for other college and university archives.

Introduction

College and university archives engage in a variety of outreach activities designed 
to make people aware of the mission of the archives, encourage donations of materials, 
and foster a dedicated and growing user base. These activities can assume a number 
of forms, including exhibits, class lectures, alumni presentations, and campus celebra-
tions. In recent years, the digital age has spawned an entirely new level of outreach. 
Digital exhibitions, blogs, wikis, and other social media have led these archives to 
redouble their efforts to connect with a user base increasingly accustomed to finding 
information online.

Using outreach to showcase the history documented in its collections is a central focus 
in a university archives. Connecting current students with their campus history can 
create strong attachments that last long after those students become alumni. Campus 
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development officers can attest that those connections create alumni with fond memories 
who will support the institution with welcome and necessary contributions, financial 
and otherwise. Frequently a college or university archives becomes a storehouse of 
“good feelings,” possessing the records, images, and memorabilia that make students, 
faculty, staff, and alumni think warmly of their alma mater.

These history-based connections often involve telling and retelling favorite campus 
tales and legends. Every campus possesses a myriad of these kinds of tales, from the 
spooky ghost stories told each Halloween to the most infamous campus pranks. Each 
is a touchstone, a way of harkening back to a different time, linking the campus com-
munity of today to that of yesterday. They can become a source of cohesion among 
generations and illuminate a past that is often very different, providing a window into 
how much a campus has changed over time. Telling these stories can become campus 
tradition, and traditions are powerful. Some believe that money, prestige, and even 
improved academic achievement have a direct correlation to how connected students 
(and later alumni) feel to their institutions.1

The task of keeping campus lore alive is a major responsibility of college or university 
archives. Campus communicators expect archivists to quickly regurgitate these stories 
for a press release or newsletter. Campus tour guides often utilize them to help convey 
a sense of their particular campus community and its values to prospective students 
and their parents.2 Development officers want interesting stories at their fingertips to 
make connections with donors. Alumni often enjoy rehashing tales at homecomings, 
commencements, or other campus events. Student users also contact the archives to 
learn about legends for school projects, newspaper or radio station stories, or just out 
of personal interest.

Often the college or university calls on the archivist to do more than just repeat a 
story. On many occasions, archivists are asked to assign some level of veracity to a 
tale or legend, parsing out the kernels of truth from the husk of an entire narrative. 
Sometimes this can be fun; at other times, however, the stakes in separating fact from 
fiction can be decidedly high. Archivists can even find themselves trying to catch up 
with a particular tale or legend that has taken off in the public’s imagination—the 
proverbial runaway train.

Ultimately, campus tales and legends can be a source of positive attention and good-
will for the college or university archivist. They can also be a source of embarrassment, 
factual error, or conflict. Archivists can lead the way in bringing these kinds of stories to 
light, but can also find themselves accused of keeping them from view. While archivists 
work diligently to document the truth behind these stories, they may find that many 
people will not listen, or worse, that the public prefers the fiction previously offered 
as fact. In extreme cases, a college or university archives can even find its existence 
as a repository for university history being challenged or undermined in ways that 
are painful and public. In short, campus tales and legends are a double-edged sword. 
Using the University of Maryland Archives as an example, this article illustrates the 
positives and negatives of verifying popular myths and offers an approach for handling 
patrons interested in these stories to provide maximum benefit.

Tales and legends teach us a lot about ourselves. Jan Harold Brunvand, preeminent 
folklorist who popularized the phrase “urban legend,” says that these kinds of stories 
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“reveal the motivations, hopes, dreams, fears . . . of the people among whom these 
‘traditions’ circulate.”3 Brunvand believes that tales and legends are still prevalent in 
a society that considers itself both educated and sophisticated. This is true on a college 
or university campus; despite their lofty reputations, these bastions of academia are 
often hotbeds for legendary stories, from the almost plausible to the patently ridiculous. 
Nor have these tales abated as colleges and universities increase in size. According 
to folklorist Simon J. Bronner, “student needs for social belonging and a fear of los-
ing personal control have given rise to distinctive forms of lore . . . and a striving for 
retaining the pastoral ‘campus feel’ of the old-time college.”4 

College and university archives invest substantial time and resources into docu-
menting these kinds of tales for several reasons. First, as Brunvand has indicated, 
they can tell us a lot about campus groups and their interests. This knowledge can 
help the archives reach out and make contact with these groups, raising its profile and 
helping establish relationships within the campus community. Second, the archives’ 
involvement is often practical; if repository staff are going to be asked about these 
tales, then they should be knowledgeable about them. Third, and perhaps often ignored, 
is the fact that alternative histories—legends told as if they are fact, rather than for 
fun—represent a corruption of the historical record that should not go unchallenged. 
Finally, these kinds of stories can, if left to fester in the public consciousness, impact 
the perceived legitimacy of the archives, especially when archivists try to correct 
popular, long-standing—but erroneous—legends.

Tales and Legends at the University of Maryland

The staff of the University of Maryland University Archives spends a lot of time 
considering, researching, and reporting on campus tales and legends. They have 
organized these stories into four types, with each representing more complexity for 
the archives: tales of the paranormal, tales of the individual, tales of the student body, 
and tales of the campus community. As one moves up the myth-making ladder, these 
stories have more potential to subvert or distort the historical record.5

Tales of the paranormal are “fun” legends that are more often than not harmless and 
can create good publicity for the archives. Attention to these tales is generally limited 
to certain times of the year (usually around Halloween), so a college or university 
archives expends relatively minimal effort to respond to these legends. Typically, 
stories of the paranormal center on campus buildings or people. At Maryland, several 
legends surround Morrill Hall, the oldest active academic building on campus. One 
tale claims that people inside the building can hear the marching feet of the campus 
corps of cadets who performed military drills in front of Morrill Hall in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. Other individuals claim to smell rotting flesh, an 
alleged holdover from cadavers used for instruction many years ago. Another legend 
is that smoky odors permeate parts of the building, supposedly a remnant of the fire 
that struck the campus in November 1912. 

Typical of paranormal tales about individuals are those repeated about Marie Mount, 
dean of the College of Home Economics at Maryland from 1927 to 1957. Mount is 
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believed to haunt the building that bears her name, a story that may have originated in 
rumors that she had secret living quarters somewhere in the building and because she 
died while still employed on campus. Stories told include doors opening and closing 
on their own, spectral piano music audible on stormy evenings, and general feelings 
of unease. One particularly detailed legend states that a security guard patrolling the 
campus in the 1960s who stepped into Marie Mount Hall to light a cigarette in the 
dead of winter found his matches mysteriously extinguished several times and, upon 
deciding to flee, turned to discover the front door open and awaiting his departure.6  

In the University Archives at Maryland, the archives’ staff has participated in nu-
merous media and student interviews relating to these paranormal tales, created and 
led ghost tours, and been connected with paranormal investigations of the campus by 
area “ghost hunters.” All of these serve to raise the profile of staff as “experts” in this 
kind of legend. On the negative side, such publicity can diminish the credibility of 
archivists as keepers of the historical record by emphasizing their role as purveyors 
of creepy campfire stories. The opportunities to comment on such stories does not 
always allow for archivists to bridge that gap or expound on their more important 
duties to the campus.

The second type of tale is the legend of the individual. These stories are by their 
nature small in scale and relatively harmless, but because of their connection to people, 
they are often difficult to dislodge and can require considerable tact and discretion. One 
frequently encountered permutation comes from family genealogists who query the 
archives for information about an ancestor who was a “star” athlete, an “ace” student, 
or the “first” person to do something. These assertions of fame or status are often not 
true. The archivist can be placed in the unenviable position of trying to avoid hurting 
a researcher’s feelings—or worse, appearing to question his or her relative’s truthful-
ness—while simultaneously not perpetuating misleading or incorrect information. This 
kind of legend often requires the archives to conduct a substantial amount of research 
to see what can be found to corroborate or refute these claims. As a result, the costs 
to the archives in time and researcher relations are much greater than those connected 
with paranormal legends. Staff responding to these kinds of queries always inform 
the family or other requestor about the types of archival records that they consulted 
while researching the inquiry—yearbooks, commencement programs, media guides, 
and so on—so that the patron knows that a thorough search was done and what records 
were consulted. This often goes a long way to ameliorate any reluctance to accept the 
archives’ findings.

The third category consists of legends that are student oriented in their focus or 
origins. Because of the size of the student body and the transit of these tales by word-
of-mouth, these legends have tremendous staying power. Folklorists have many theo-
ries as to the origins of these stories: as rites of passage or initiations into adulthood; 
as ways for students to test their individual limits; or as methods of pursuing issues 
involving truth, fear, or rebellion.7 Many of these stories have the potential to cause 
embarrassment for the university and in some cases can even be physically dangerous 
for the students themselves. 

One legend at Maryland posits the incorrect belief that students have the right-of-way 
everywhere on campus, whether they are in a crosswalk or not. This legend asserts 
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that students can step off the curb and expect motorists to stop, a power that the tale 
does not confer to any other campus group. The danger comes when pedestrians are 
actually struck by cars, as happened at Maryland in October 2011. In reporting on an 
accident that injured two pedestrians, the student newspaper carried the following 
quote from a student: “I usually just cut in front of cars all the time because we have 
the right-of-way, but this is really scary.”8 Luckily the pedestrians were not seriously 
injured, but even accidents have not dispelled this tale. In fact, this particular legend 
has morphed over time. One version stated that if a car hits a student then the driver 
had to pay the student’s tuition as compensation.9 After university officials publicly 
disavowed that notion, the story changed. The current and untested version holds that 
if a student is hit by a campus shuttle bus, then his or her tuition is covered.10 The 
existence of documentation stating that the story is not true did nothing to stop its 
spread—it simply morphed into a story not yet addressed by campus officials, allow-
ing it to remain “plausible.”

Another student body legend at Maryland involves a particular spot on campus known 
colloquially as the “Point of Failure.” In reality, the “Point” is a compass inlaid in the 
sidewalk in the late 1980s to commemorate the 75th anniversary of a devastating 1912 
campus fire. A plaque accompanies the compass describing where early campus build-
ings were located in relation to the center of the compass. In short order, the student 
body appropriated that space and created a new legend that states that any student who 
steps on the “Point” of the compass will not graduate in four years. As a legend that can 
be considered mildly embarrassing to the university (as well as obscuring the truth), 
it rivals another surrounding the university’s mascot, Testudo. That legend states that 
Testudo’s statue will fly away from its perch if any student graduates with his or her 
virginity intact. Whereas people laugh off the virginity legend as clearly ridiculous, 
many more enjoy repeating the “Point of Failure” legend.11 Student tour guides recount 
this legend to visitors as they pass the allegedly fateful spot, and it even made its way 
into the university’s main Wikipedia page, initially presented as if it were fact.12 In 
these days of open access to the Internet where many believe all they read, this was of 
deep concern at Maryland. Legends repeated on the web blur the line between fact and 
fiction on a much larger scale, as well as debasing the role of the archivist as expert. 
The “Point” legend brings us to a critical juncture, moving toward tales and legends 
that people desire or feel a need to be true.

The final category of legend consists of those that deal with the campus community, 
the most broad reaching and potentially divisive. They are tremendously popular across 
a range of campus groups, and their plausibility allows them to inhabit that fine line 
between fantasy and reality. Two such myths are deeply embedded in the racial history 
of the Maryland campus. Confronting them is fraught with the potential for serious 
political ramifications.

The first legend was brought to light when the campus Counseling Center wanted to 
name a room in its building after former Supreme Court justice and NAACP lawyer 
Thurgood Marshall. This grew out of a story that had been repeated for several decades: 
during a 1935 NAACP lawsuit to force Maryland to open its law school in Baltimore 
to African Americans, Marshall met with campus administrators in that building to 
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discuss the case. The Counseling Center staff asked the University Archives to verify 
the story prior to the room’s dedication.

Counseling Center staff informed the archives that their source for the story was a 
well-known former history professor, George Callcott, the author of two books on the 
history of the campus and a former longtime faculty member. Confronting a legend 
of this nature confirmed by such a widely known and authoritative source is difficult 
enough, but the positive nature of the legend makes it even more so. The legend ties 
the university to a well-respected figure (Marshall) and provides a source of pride for 
several campus groups. It also illustrates how far the campus has come since the dark 
days of its segregated past.

But extensive research by archivists, both at Maryland and elsewhere, has uncovered 
nothing to verify the story. In fact, all of the circumstantial evidence uncovered by the 
University Archives’ research overwhelmingly suggests that a meeting did not take 
place. Racial segregation was public policy at the University of Maryland during the 
1930s and into the 1950s; as such, the university declared that there was nothing to 
discuss.13 The university had no reason to meet with those whom one campus admin-
istrator referred to as “agitators,” other than to legitimize the grievance.14 No contem-
porary newspaper accounts of any such meeting exist. Furthermore, the law school, 
the NAACP offices, and the university’s admissions and other administrative records 
subpoenaed in the case were all located in Baltimore, well away from the College Park 
campus. Finally, neither the University Archives nor the Maryland State Archives in 
Annapolis (the repository of the records of the state’s attorney general who represented 
the university in the lawsuit) contain any evidence to support the story. Even the history 
professor who may have started this legend failed to mention it in either of his books 
on the university’s history. When the archives presented its research findings to the 
Counseling Center, the silence was deafening. No one acknowledged the results, and 
the dedication of the room went on as scheduled, though without a public claim that 
Marshall had been there.15 

An even more serious and damaging legend continues to cause controversy by claim-
ing that slaves were used in the 1850s to construct some of the original buildings on 
the campus. Professor Callcott and others on campus are sources for this tale, which 
is also fueled by the campus’s troubled racial past, its origins on land once belonging 
to its slave-holding founder, and contemporary efforts to encourage institutions with 
histories tied to racism or slavery to apologize for past acts. This legend has received 
front-page newspaper coverage; it has been the subject of debates and lectures; and it 
even served as the foundation for a year-long course offered by the university’s His-
tory Department. The scrutiny of the claim is intense. Indeed, during the campus’s 
150th anniversary celebration in 2006, this legend was a major focus of attention, with 
many demanding to know why the university was not making this “fact” more public. 
The situation was exacerbated in a December 2006 Diamondback student newspaper 
article in which emeritus history professor George Callcott was quoted as saying, “I 
don’t know really how many or how much” but “[slaves] were used” to construct the 
campus. The article stated that “according to Callcott, historical evidence shows that 
use of slaves on university grounds ended here in 1858,” though no source for this 
evidence, or for Callcott’s statements, was produced.16 Callcott’s own histories of the 
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campus assert that “slaves were used in constructing the College buildings and for work 
on the farm,” though he cites no sources for this critical piece of university history.17  

Despite the lack of concrete evidence to support this claim, the University Archives 
repeatedly encounters many who assert its truth. Indeed, the aforementioned year-long 
history class was developed in part as a response to the publicity created by the un-
substantiated assertions of slave labor being used on campus, and “most students were 
determined to find the smoking gun.”18 In other words, many students taking the course 
had predetermined the outcome and were looking for the evidence to support what they 
already believed to be true. To their credit, the report issued by the class concluded 
that “as far as is known, no slaves labored to construct the buildings.”19 Yet this did not 
stop the flow of misinformation or prevent the Office of Diversity and Inclusion from 
posting a historical time line that stated flatly: “The Maryland Agricultural College—as 
it was first known—opened in the 1850s with slaves constructing the college’s build-
ings and working on the farms.”20 The rhetoric surrounding the question appears to be 
almost an attempt to obfuscate the issue, with another history professor proclaiming, 
“If slaves didn’t lay the bricks, they made the bricks. If they didn’t make the bricks, 
they drove the wagon that brought the bricks. If they didn’t drive the wagon, they built 
the wagon wheels.”21 This may be true, but it does not constitute proof. More recently, 
a student who works in the archives stated that both her history teaching assistant and 
professor offered the claim as fact during a course lecture with no new or conclusive 
evidence to support the assertion of slave involvement in erecting campus buildings. 
When asked about this, the professor stated that they did not remember making the 
claim, but admitted that they had heard it from others in the department.

What happened at Maryland in regard to this legend is not unique—people con-
fuse facts with probabilities or likelihoods all the time. Is it accurate to say that the 
wealth that created what ultimately became the University of Maryland came from 
slave owners? Yes. Is it accurate to say that this wealth was largely derived from the 
back-breaking labor of slaves? Yes. Is it acceptable, if not accurate, to say that there 
is a strong possibility of slave involvement in the initial construction of the campus? 
Yes. But it is not acceptable to assert facts in the absence of evidence to support those 
facts. It is not acceptable to twist the historical record to fit modern-day desires or to 
right past wrongs, no matter how great or abhorrent. Historical scholarship requires 
documented proof, or it must be qualified accordingly. To accept less is to accept the 
erosion of fact-based discourse that is the cornerstone of academia and society at large.

Tales and Legends Toolkit

So how does a college or university archives counter such myths? The University of 
Maryland Archives uses a “tales and legends toolkit” based on four pillars: quality work 
and trust, perceived authority, public voice, and archival holdings. Each of these pillars 
is used to take actions designed to help publicize tales and legends when beneficial, 
or to combat those that are harmful or inaccurate. The first pillar, quality work and 
trust, is a cornerstone of archival advocacy, defined as “activities consciously aimed 
to persuade individuals or organizations to act on behalf of a program or institution.”22 
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In doing this work of persuasion, perhaps nothing means more than demonstrating the 
quality of an archivist’s work; without the public perception of such quality, almost 
anything the archivist does or says may be discarded. Lewis Bellardo, in his article 
“Observations on Thirty Years of Advocacy” argues that archives should never un-
derestimate the importance of providing excellent service, as this builds a “major 
reservoir of good will” that can be called upon when needed and helps build trust in 
an archives’ knowledge and integrity.23 In other words, the first step to being seen as 
an authority in the realm of tales and legends is to be seen as competent, professional, 
and dedicated to the public good.

The second pillar is perceived authority: the belief held by others that the archives 
is expert in matters of campus history. Many college and university archives are not 
imbued with any direct authority; at Maryland, the archives not only competes for the 
title of “expert” with figures such as the above-mentioned history professor, but it also 
competes to be recognized on campus as the final repository for permanent records, 
lacking the authority to compel their deposit.24 This could encourage more recalcitrant 
campus citizens to ask: if the archives is not trusted enough by university administra-
tors to be given the authority to collect records, why should we then consider them 
experts when it comes to historical knowledge? 

Yet the archives aggressively seeks to be viewed as the main source for both historical 
campus information and archival expertise. The mission of the archives to document, 
discuss, and disseminate campus history is continually publicized. The University 
of Maryland Archives almost never turns down a classroom lecture, public speak-
ing opportunity, interview, tour, event invitation, or chance to set up a display table. 
Each of these activities raises the archives’ profile as an authoritative resource in the 
minds of the public. Archivist Larry Hackman advises that “archives should try out 
as many of these vehicles as possible” and “design such outreach programs so that 
they also offer the archives opportunities to create personalized communications and 
then personal relationships with potentially significant allies and supporters.”25 Many 
students, faculty, staff, and alumni share enthusiasm for the history of the campus, and 
these people, once identified and recruited, become a network of cheerleaders, a key 
part of any successful archival program. Such external supporters can have numerous 
benefits to the archives, including financial and collection development assistance, 
publicity or media support, and the ability to “introduce the archives to their peers and 
to organizations that might help the archives.”26 For example, the student’s report about 
her history professor and teaching assistant repeating the slavery legends in class gave 
archives staff the opportunity to make new contacts in the department. These can be 
cultivated and potentially used to provide more historical information in the future and 
on a wider variety of topics. Creating and nurturing the view of the archives as expert, 
even in campus tales and legends, creates opportunities for the archives to increase 
its standing in the community and can provide a platform to accomplish larger goals.

This leads directly into the third pillar: the archives’ public voice. The University 
of Maryland Archives has become proficient in multiple forms of social media, using 
Facebook, Twitter, Flickr, and WordPress to contact an ever-widening circle of people 
and to do so without another entity’s filter. The staff also collaborates with many campus 
and departmental news outlets, building relationships and securing placement on each 
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entity’s “experts” list. The University Archives also has a regular column in the alumni 
magazine and routinely provides information for various campus publicity pieces and 
projects, including articles in student and campus publications, images for campus 
brochures and websites, and supplementary materials for speeches and public events. 
Larry Hackman advises that starting “close to home” in terms of generating public-
ity is often the best way to begin asserting the archives’ public voice, as “it’s useful 
to control or heavily influence as much as possible the messages the archives wants 
to convey, and this is usually easiest in these” projects.27 The archives staff actively 
participates in varied activities like campus governance and commemorations. They 
provide historical context to current events or proposed campus legislation and add 
background that makes past events relatable to the present. Simply put, the more people 
know the archives and recognize its role, the more power it has to focus the discussion 
on the evidence in the archival records, especially when the facts are unclear, and there 
are competing claims of uncertain provenance.

The final pillar pertains to the uses of archival materials: first as a way to confront 
legendary stories, and second, to instruct students in handling similar challenges 
themselves. In some of the most serious examples above, the University of Maryland 
Archives had to directly confront the public’s desire to assume certain knowledge about 
troubling parts of the university’s past. Archivists need to engage more actively this 
desire to “remember” or promote a version of history that is more desirable (for good 
or ill) or more palatable and work with it to foster more positive outcomes. Archivists 
should be sensitive to what one researcher calls the “effacement of memory,” when 
society, either actively or passively, removes evidence of troublesome events from col-
lective memory, whether it be a site, a group of artifacts, or the documentary record.28 
In the legends regarding slave labor and Thurgood Marshall, the public responded to 
what it perceived as the university’s attempted effacement of the twin tragedies of 
slavery and exclusion from its historical narrative. It was up to the archives to reach 
out and convince the public that the staff cared only for the truth as reflected in the 
available historical evidence, utilizing archival record groups, historical newspapers, 
contemporary diaries and letters, and other primary source materials to make their 
case. In the case of Thurgood Marshall, the archives promised the Counseling Center 
that should any proof of a visit by Marshall come to light, it would be the first to know. 
In the slavery example, the archives worked closely with the students and faculty 
involved in the history course to actively demonstrate its commitment to finding the 
truth, as well as educating them on what was already known: that the “smoking gun” 
that “most students were determined to find” would not be easily uncovered, if it exists 
at all.29 The University Archives has successfully encouraged people to correct public 
statements regarding Marshall’s visit and the use of slaves to build campus buildings. 
This demonstrates the increasing trust that users are placing in the archives as expert 
in these matters.

The archives also uses archival materials in class instruction sessions on primary 
source research and to promote information literacy. Students are educated on how 
this type of research involves significant time and effort as they attempt to identify the 
relevant portions of the historical record using the archives. Students are instructed on 
how to interpret and verify source materials and how to appropriately qualify them 
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when they appear unclear. Examples from the university’s history are used to demon-
strate what kinds of records can be used to resolve or verify issues of fact. Students 
are taught that there are always gaps in the historical record and that these gaps affect 
what can be stated or proven. Finally, students are shown how “evidence” in the his-
torical record can be open to multiple interpretations, with archives staff emphasizing 
how the meaning of a certain record can change over time, whether through shifting 
social and political conventions, the discovery of other materials, or simply due to the 
viewpoint and bias of researchers themselves. 

Whenever the toolkit is put into action, staff take a measured and calm approach. 
First, the reality is that the archives lacks the resources to fix all of the incorrect infor-
mation all at once, or probably ever. Staff prioritize what must be addressed and focus 
their energies on those issues. For example, the slavery legend was clearly a priority, 
whereas arguing over the veracity of a ghost story is not. Second, the archives must 
be vigilant. Legends are created often and evolve frequently, so it is important to keep 
an eye out for new tales as well as old ones wearing new clothes. In addition to read-
ing numerous campus publications, staff keep tabs on the student population, asking 
questions of their student employees, students they teach, and campus citizens with 
whom they interact. Third is the need to be diligent to fix what can be fixed. Staff are 
quick to investigate and correct misinformation as soon as is practical, knowing that 
the longer that kind of information remains in the public consciousness, the harder it 
is to dislodge. Fourth, the archives is committed to persistence and staying with an 
issue, even when it takes time and resources to resolve. For example, at the Univer-
sity of Maryland, it took three years to correct historical inaccuracies on the Office 
of Diversity’s website. Fifth, the archives seeks to collaborate with and enlist the aid 
of campus communicators who, through the example of past efforts, depend on the 
archives for its expertise. 

Finally, archives staff recognize that taking unpopular stances may be required to 
address popular or sensitive tales. Archival professionals have an obligation to defend 
and explain the historical record wherever possible. At the University of Maryland, 
archivists were occasionally accused of colluding with the administration to keep the 
truth about slavery’s role in the campus’s history hidden because they had publicly 
stated that no historical documentation could be found to support the allegations. 
Yet, through efforts to highlight the staff’s expertise, some opponents have become 
advocates of the University Archives and fellow keepers of the historical narrative. 
Lewis Bellardo argues that acting as though “every opponent is a potential ally” can 
result in “improved relations and effective cooperation,” both of which are critical to 
archives where authority must be earned and re-earned constantly over time.30 Fur-
ther, if archivists choose not to challenge these tales and legends, who else will take 
on that role? Absence from these discussions might cause some to question the value 
of the archives entirely. Archivists are not only obligated to the historical record, but 
are also obligated to themselves as professionals to understand and value their role in 
the preservation and dissemination of the historical record for the public good. In that 
light, being an active campus participant, especially when it comes to discussing or 
correcting these kinds of tales, is a crucial way to communicate the archives’ value 
and its role in campus life.
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Pope and Devil: The Vatican’s Archives and the Third Reich. By Hubert Wolf, trans-
lated by Kenneth Kronenberg. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2010. 336 pp. Notes, index. Softcover. $19.95.

In February 2006, Pope Benedict XVI officially opened the files of the Vatican Secret 
Archives that document Pope Pius XI’s negotiations with Benito Mussolini, Joseph Stalin, 
and Adolph Hitler in the era between the two world wars. An expansion of the series of 
papers opened by John Paul II in 2003, this release made possible the scholarly study 
of the papacy of Pius XI from the viewpoint of the Vatican. In Pope and Devil, Hubert 
Wolf, professor of church history at the University of Münster, presents early findings 
from his research in these archives. 

Wolf is well versed in the history of the Catholic Church in Germany, and in the in-
troduction and first chapter provides a detailed context for the worldview of the church 
in relation to the German political situation. Wolf notes that the tenure of Pius XI from 
1922 to his death in 1939 put him in the position of dealing directly with Italian fascism, 
Russian communism, and Germany’s National Socialist Party. His first major success 
was establishing Vatican City as a sovereign nation independent of Italy in 1929, before 
which his predecessors had considered themselves captives within their own city due to 
the distrust of Italian authorities. Wolf early on emphasizes that, in dealing with such 
authoritarian regimes, the position of the Roman Catholic Church was to renounce en-
gaging in politics and public affairs in exchange for the promise of spiritual freedom for 
church members. He describes a dualistic worldview in which the church versus the state 
was seen as a contest of good versus evil. States asserting their right to totally control the 
lives of individuals were equated with devils always trying to seduce people into evil. 
However, this put the church in the position of negotiating with devils to save people’s 
immortal souls rather than working to save the actual lives of the living. 

Eugenio Pacelli, cardinal secretary of state for Pius XI, is the focus of much of this 
book, as it is his paper trail that can be followed in documenting many of the actions of 
the church. Pacelli served as papal nuncio to Bavaria from 1917 through 1929, in effect 
being the Holy See’s representative for all of Germany. Pacelli and the Roman Church 
held a disdainful view of German Catholicism that was heavily influenced by the complex 
history of the German states and the rise of Protestantism. Wolf argues that this time 
period is critical for understanding the actions of the papacy during the coming world 
war, in that Pacelli came to the conclusion that the proper role of the church “included 
no political involvement, no unnecessary battles with the state, and, if need be, complete 
withdrawal from society into sacristy—as long as the state guaranteed the Church’s 
right to administer the sacraments and pastoral care” (p. 78). Hence, Pacelli’s influence 
on Pius XI can be seen.

Chapter 2 deals directly with the Catholic Church and Judaism. Issues discussed include 
whether the church ignored the anti-Semitic movement to save itself, whether modern 
racial anti-Semitism and the older Christian anti-Judaism are separate concepts, and 
whether anti-Semitism is a basic structural feature of Catholicism. Wolf observes that 
Pius XI, though publicly calling in 1928 for a condemnation of racial religious hatred, 
wasted his chance to remove anti-Semitic elements from his own church’s liturgy (p. 121). 
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With Eugene Pacelli’s assumption of the office of cardinal secretary of state in 1930, 
the third chapter begins the history of the Vatican’s dealings with Hitler and the Third 
Reich largely through the eyes of Pacelli in his handwritten notes of his meetings with 
Pius XI. Again, there is much detailed description of the machinations between the Vati-
can, the German bishops, and the German government. Though covering a wide array of 
topics, the focus is on the pact made with Hitler, known as the Reichskonkordat, which 
allowed the church to continue functioning and provide pastoral care during the Third 
Reich. Chapter 4 deals with Jewish persecution and the response of the Roman Curia 
of the Vatican from 1933 to 1939. This topic is made personal by one item of particular 
interest, the 1933 letter of Edith Stein, in which she called upon Pius XI to end the silence 
of the Vatican regarding the intolerable persecution of the Jews by the Germans. Though 
presented to the pope, no official response was given and the infamous silence on the 
topic continued. Edith Stein was murdered in the gas chambers of Auschwitz in 1942. 

In the final chapter, Wolf examines the interactions of the Catholic worldview and 
Nazi ideology between 1933 and 1939. The Reichskonkordat negotiated in 1933 was 
used as evidence by the National Socialists that the Catholic Church recognized the 
Third Reich’s legitimacy, and any statements by the church not to interpret the pact as 
an endorsement of the policies of that state were ignored. Wolf further examines the 
worldview of Catholic totalitarianism, the immutability of Catholic doctrine, and the fear 
that the Nazis would seek to replace traditional religions with their own state religion, 
with Hitler as their messiah and a swastika as his cross. Here Wolf returns to the church 
view that it could not reconcile a racist view of anti-Semitism, as it held that Jews who 
converted became Christians and therefore members of the church. However, it was not 
until four years later in 1937 that this conclusion was forcefully announced by Pius XI, 
reinforcing the earlier, milder statement of 1928. In 1938, Pius XI also spoke out against 
Jewish persecution, when the Italian Fascists barred all Jews from Italian state schools 
(p. 206). Dying in 1939, it was only during the last year of his life when the Holocaust 
started to affect his native country of Italy, that he began actions to use the power of the 
church to oppose anti-Semitic policies of the state. Wolf discusses why the church did not 
excommunicate Hitler in relation to the policy of nonintervention in state affairs, even 
though Pope Pius XII apparently later tried a long-distance exorcism of the Führer (p. 10).

Overall, this book derived from research into newly opened files of the Vatican Secret 
Archives successfully brings light to issues that have long troubled church historians. 
Wolf himself makes clear that there is still plenty of room for more research, as he 
has focused mainly on the position of the Catholic Church and its major negotiations 
and policies with regard to Germany, Italy, and, to a lesser extent, communist Russia. 
Translated from the German, this English-language edition is not smooth reading, and 
the text seems primarily written for academic researchers of church history as opposed 
to a general audience. 

Nathan E. Bender
Technical Services Librarian

Albany County Public Library 
Laramie, Wyoming
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How to Manage Processing in Archives and Special Collections. By Pam Hackbart-
Dean and Elizabeth Slomba. Chicago: Society of American Archivists, 2012. 156 pp. 
Index. Softcover. $69.95. $49.95 for SAA members.

In How to Manage Processing in Archives and Special Collections, Pam Hack-
bart-Dean and Elizabeth Slomba set out to create a book about the nuts and bolts 
of running an archives, information obviously gleaned from their own research 
and professional experience. The volume is mainly aimed at lone arrangers, new 
archivists, and those with small staffs and limited resources. Though the book does 
claim to have useful tips for those in larger institutions, archivists going it alone will 
find their systematic advice most useful. The book is divided into seven chapters 
with a thorough bibliographic essay, index, and two appendices. The first appendix 
consists of sample forms, while the second directs the reader to online resources.  

Throughout the book the authors stress the importance of planning, priorities, 
and policies. Their thesis is to individualize each archival program to meet the 
archivist’s needs and those of his or her users. What works in one situation may 
not work in another, whether in regard to levels of description, preservation, or 
processing. Chapter 1 defines the basic elements needed to operate an archives and 
the planning, implementation, and evaluation of its processing program. For a lone 
arranger, some of the information is more compartmentalized or structured than 
necessary. However, someone managing several processors might feel that this is 
just scratching the surface. 

Chapter 2, “Processing Priorities,” lists many considerations that go into the 
planning process. The authors provide a helpful strategy to compare the impact of 
a finished collection versus the difficulty of the work needed to process it. Do you 
tackle the great collection that will take months to process or do several good but 
not stellar collections in the same time because they are easier to do? The authors 
suggest dividing one’s backlog into categories based on impact and effort. They 
also mention that there may be times when it is politically expedient to process a 
collection, for example, if its completion would bring in a donation of money or 
more quality collections, or if it would fit nicely into a grant. Historical research 
trends are also a consideration, and the authors encourage archivists to know their 
audience. For example, a case could be made for processing Civil War and World 
War I collections because anniversaries of these events will likely attract researchers.

Chapter 3 breaks down the steps of processing: acquisition, accession, preprocess-
ing (research), arrangement, description, publication, and ongoing administration 
of the collection. The authors stress the importance of incorporating preservation 
activities throughout this process. Mark Greene and Dennis Meissner’s MPLP 
(More Product, Less Process) theory is briefly discussed, and the authors note how 
it can be useful in evaluating how deeply a collection needs to be processed. Those 
in small shops know that one rarely has time to go back and add more information 
later, so the authors suggest archivists tailor the processing level to each collec-
tion and particular situation. Time spent in planning saves time down the road. 
Hackbart-Dean and Slomba also mention group processing, the creation of process-
ing manuals (priceless, in this reviewer’s opinion), work plans, and a checklist to 
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make sure that no steps are missed. They also discuss special circumstances such 
as the need to reprocess older collections (which should only be done as an extreme 
measure), the problem of accruals from growing collections, legacy collections with 
minimal description or no electronic inventory, and artificial collections, as well 
as audiovisuals, electronic files, and objects in collections. Archivists in all kinds 
of archives face at least one, if not all of these challenges. While the authors give 
advice on maintaining and describing collections in a way to best provide access, 
they do not provide the same level of guidance on how to accomplish that as they 
do regarding other topics in the book.

Chapter 4 discusses the importance of incorporating preservation into all of the 
work an archivist does. This chapter felt a bit superfluous since they had already 
mentioned incorporating it throughout processing. But this was not a big detraction 
because it is a good point to emphasize. 

Chapter 5 describes standards of description and the impact each has on users. 
The authors mention EAD, DACS, MARC 21, Dublin Core, XML, HTML, and 
PDFs, urging that, once again, the archivist choose what works best for his or her 
particular archives and collections while using archival best practices. The authors 
also urge the creation of a template for inventories, which is as invaluable as a 
processing manual and checklist to maintain consistency. Digitization and Web 2.0 
are also discussed, but these are icing on the cake: nice, but not essential. Small 
shops and lone arrangers will tackle these on a highly selective basis due to time 
constraints. A web presence does have a high return value, but archivists should 
have a plan in place before pursuing a digitization project. The authors urge finding 
a balance of effort and impact.

Archival education programs generally do not teach the management skills 
needed to run an archives, such as preparing budgets, managing volunteers with 
varied skills, managing expectations of supervisors, and thriving in the workplace. 
Chapter 6 makes good points about tailoring the work to the skill levels of staff, 
volunteers, and interns, which is great, if not common, sense. The book contains 
nothing more about general management skills but a lot about the ideal level of 
training. Tom Wilsted and William Nolte’s Managing Archival and Manuscript 
Repositories (1991) covered this topic more successfully. 

The final chapter examines evaluating the effectiveness of one’s processing plan, 
which should be done periodically so that changes can be made to increase efficiency. 
It can be difficult to evaluate progress in an archives. An analysis by cubic or linear 
footage discounts that some collections may be small but time-consuming, or that 
business records are usually easier to process than personal papers. Regardless of 
personal circumstances, all archives should create their own evaluation process 
rubrics to let boards, granting agencies, and donors know the impact of their work. 
Here, Hackbart-Dean and Slomba return to their thesis and focus on evaluating how 
well an archives is serving its current and potential users.

This book is a synthesis of the SAA Fundamentals Series, but is briefer than it 
should be. Its strength is the authors’ emphasis on careful planning throughout 
processing with the potential user of the collection being the driving force behind 
decisions. How to Manage Processing in Archives and Special Collections is a good 
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primer for a new archivist or a good reminder for an experienced one seeking new 
ideas for managing collection processing.

Christine Schmid Engels, CA
Archives Manager

Cincinnati Museum Center
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Archival Arrangement and Description. Edited with an introduction by Christopher J. 
Prom and Thomas J. Frusciano. Chicago: Society of American Archivists, 2013. 230 
pp. Softcover. $34.99. $24.00 for SAA members.

In her conclusion to Arranging and Describing Archives and Manuscripts, Kathleen 
D. Roe notes that with “. . . the dynamic nature of professional standards for archival 
description, archivists involved in this function need to make a conscious effort to 
maintain an awareness of current work nationally and internationally in this area” 
(p. 99). Archival Arrangement and Description is a portion of the “conscious effort” 
outlined by Roe to stay abreast of current and emerging standards and technologies 
that impact archival practice. The publication is divided into three modules. Each 
module has a different author and subject: “Standards for Archival Description” by 
Sibyl Schaefer and Janet M. Bunde, “Processing Digital Records and Manuscripts” 
by J. Gordon Daines III, and “Designing Descriptive and Access Systems” by Daniel 
A. Santamaria. The modules are self-contained but acknowledge and reinforce one 
another. In their introduction to the three modules, the editors explain how this publica-
tion complements and expands upon but does not supersede the principles and archival 
functions within Roe’s 2005 manual. Archival Arrangement and Description bridges 
the eight-year gap between the two publications to survey standards, best practices, 
and technological solutions used to create description for and provide greater access 
to paper and electronic records and manuscripts in a digital age. 

Given the diversity of topics, from metadata standards to surveying and assessing 
technological solutions for archival access and control, the modules cohere surprisingly 
well. Although each module is available separately in electronic form, the publication 
feels as though there is a logical progression between the modules. All of the modules 
have a similar structure and contain similar elements, including brief and thoughtful 
surveys of literature and standards, helpful screenshots and figures, suggestions for 
further readings, and selected tools that support the activities described within each 
module. Each module features two case studies. The case studies vary from a summa-
tion of the digital asset management system at the University of California, San Diego, 
to the methods that the Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Duke University uses 
for arrangement and description of born-digital materials to a survey of the tools used 
at the Mudd Manuscript Library at Princeton University for descriptive and access 
activities. While some case studies are entirely too brief, each provides hints on how 
an institution might assess or implement new standards or technologies. 

Schaefer and Bunde begin their module, “Standards for Archival Description,” dis-
cussing what metadata standards are and why the archival community benefits from 
using them. Adoption and consistent use of standards in describing archival materials 
enables archival users to locate and utilize archival collections relevant to their research 
needs. The authors of the module outline four different categories of standards. Data 
structure standards specify and constrain the kinds of data elements that can go into 
archival description and how the data elements relate within the standard and to what 
is being described. Structure standards aid in interoperability, either between systems 
or institutions. Data content standards control how the content of archival description 
is expressed or generated. Data value standards bring uniformity and consistency to 
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the content of data elements. When widely adopted and used, value standards ensure 
that a person, family, or subject has the same form and spelling across repositories 
and institutions. Metadata and companion standards apply primarily to the descrip-
tion, structure, and stewardship of digital resources. Schaefer and Bunde recount the 
origin of each of the standards and provide many examples and figures that elucidate 
how the metadata standards can be implemented in archival description. Equally as 
helpful, the authors of the module explore some considerations about selecting the 
appropriate standard for a repository and include an appendix of acronyms related to 
archival description. 

In the second module, “Processing Digital Records and Manuscripts,” Daines iden-
tifies skills or competencies necessary for archivists to cultivate for the management 
and curation of digital archival materials. He adapts the traditional archival workflow 
as presented in Roe’s Arranging and Describing Archives and Manuscripts to accom-
modate digital records and manuscripts. Rather than a complete break with traditional 
archival principles and skill, Daines sees the skills or competencies required for 
processing digital records as being contiguous with those required to process analog 
records. He employs the same overall tasks or steps in the process, but modifies the 
order of the steps and adjusts them to better accommodate digital files. 

As part of the module, Daines develops an insightful sample processing workflow 
in the following order: gather contextual information on the records and their creator, 
accession the records, establish or evaluate an intellectual arrangement of the records, 
arrange the records into series and subseries, describe the records, and then provide 
access to the collection of digital records. The tasks within the modified processing 
workflow contain subtasks that vary based on the institution. Daines carefully de-
scribes the considerations and steps of each subtask, identifying available tools that 
can assist archivists in the control, authenticity, and preservation of digital records 
and manuscripts. 

Throughout the module, Daines notes the importance of precustodial work with a 
digital archival collection. Digital records and manuscripts entail greater cooperation 
and communication with the creator or donor of the records “from the time that ma-
terials are identified, appraised, and selected for acquisition, if not earlier” (p. 113). 
Consequently, the first task of his sample workflow, gathering contextual information, 
would begin during or even prior to the acquisition of the archival materials. In Daines’s 
concluding recommendations, he emphasizes the need for proactive engagement with 
creators and donors of digital archival materials “to ensure that appropriate information 
is being captured before and during accession” (p. 125). Digital records and manuscripts 
require, ideally, a realignment of the relationship between a repository and a donor to 
preserve, correctly describe, and provide access to the digital materials. 

Santamaria identifies computer software and application tools available to assist 
archivists with accessioning, describing, and providing access to archival materials 
in the third module, “Designing Descriptive and Access Systems.” Again, inspired 
by the archival workflow presented in Roe’s work, Santamaria surveys technological 
options available to archivists in roughly the sequential order of tasks in the traditional 
workflow. Even when a tool has been heavily adopted in the archival field, Santamaria 
cites alternatives utilized by archival repositories. Archivists’ Toolkit and Archon 
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appear prominently in the module as tools for accessioning, description, and collec-
tion management in his survey, but Santamaria mentions other tools that can assist 
with archival workflow as well, such as using Microsoft Access for accessioning 
collections and Microsoft Excel spreadsheets for describing collections. In his look 
at tools for describing archival materials, he explores the use of catalog records in an 
integrated library system (ILS), creating EAD finding aids using collection manage-
ment software or XML editors, developing local databases, and recording collection 
information in web forms. Santamaria stresses the importance of creating structured 
metadata, regardless of the size of a repository, to enable future reuse, manipulation, 
or conversion of the data. 

A number of options are also available for publishing descriptive data and providing 
access to archival collections online. Some of the publishing or delivery methods that 
Santamaria reviews involve the ability to display collection-level records in an online 
public access catalog (OPAC), displaying a finding aid using an EAD delivery mecha-
nism, or even creating an archival catalog using blogging software. He also discusses 
tools for digitization, user contributions, and evaluation of access systems and user 
services, but some of these options may not be feasible for every archival repository.  

Each of the three modules offers advice that is relevant to a repository of any size. 
However, Santamaria is especially effective in conveying that alternatives are avail-
able to repositories with limited financial and technical resources. At the end of his 
module, a short appendix features sample tools and workflows for small repositories 
with or without the ability to implement a content management system. 

Archival Arrangement and Description is a superb companion to Roe’s Arranging 
and Describing Archives and Manuscripts. The publication is exceptionally timely and 
authoritative with actionable advice and adaptable workflows for most any archival 
repository. Nevertheless, the timeliness of the publication seems to cut both ways. 
Packaged together, each of the modules is what an archivist would need when consider-
ing whether to implement a new metadata standard, begin to acquire a donor’s digital 
records, or find new methods to provide access to archival collections at a repository. 
But for how long? Library of Congress implemented Resource Description and Access 
(RDA) at the end of March 2013. ArchivesSpace, the merger of Archivists’ Toolkit 
and Archon, is currently in beta testing of its content management software. Both of 
these developments stand to have a substantial impact on the archival community. 
These developments are even acknowledged in each of the modules, but, given the 
constraints of the publication, could not be fully addressed in the text. No publication 
can remain timely for too long in a dynamic field that continues to evolve and develop. 

Eric Arnold Fritzler
Archivist, American Jewish Historical Society
Metadata Librarian, Center for Jewish History
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Archives and Societal Provenance: Australian Essays. By Michael Piggott. Oxford, 
UK: Chandos Publishing, 2012. 358 pp. Softcover. $105.00. $95.00 for SAA members.

Australia’s distinctive archival history receives its first book-length investigation in 
Archives and Societal Provenance: Australian Essays, a volume of new and previously 
published essays and speeches. Author Michael Piggott has had a distinguished career 
as an archivist and scholar in Australia, and this book compiles over three decades of 
his writing. Piggott uses Tom Nesmith’s recent discussions of “societal provenance” to 
loosely frame his writing. Societal provenance reshapes the traditional understanding of 
a single provenance (like that of an organization as record creator) with a broader view, 
whereby records are one product of a multiplicity of factors in the wider environment 
and must be understood in more multifaceted contexts. In Piggott’s view, Australia’s 
contexts as “a continent, a country, a society, a nation, and a location” serve as neces-
sary complications to the archival scene. 

In his introduction, Piggott touches on the concept of societal provenance and briefly 
outlines how he intends to reshape and modify it for his specifically Australian purposes. 
As is fitting for the framework, Piggott also makes clear that his interests and profes-
sional history shape the stories he has chosen to tell about Australian archives. The 
flexibility of societal provenance as a concept allows Piggott the freedom to investigate 
Australia’s archival history and practices through a wide lens, and he structured his 
book into four parts: history, institutions, formation, and debates. 

In part 1, Piggott begins with a rough overview of Australian recordkeeping from 
1788 to 2010, focusing on Australia’s British colonial history (he addresses indig-
enous Australian recordkeeping elsewhere in the book). Since Archives and Societal 
Provenance is intended for an international audience, it makes fascinating reading for 
archivists unfamiliar with Australian recordkeeping history. Piggott attempts to identify 
prominent record types that can illustrate the themes of British Australia, focusing 
on the bureaucratic recordkeeping origins of the colony and its massive immigration, 
including the forced resettlement of British convicts. 

T. R. Schellenberg is a surprisingly prominent character in the book. Schellenberg’s 
1954 visit to Australia is first covered in the third chapter, adapted from a paper that 
Piggott presented in 1989. He contextualizes the ramifications of Schellenberg’s visit 
as a particularly Australian appreciation of the “overseas expert” who served as a 
more effective spokesperson for an independent national archives than did profes-
sional Australian archivists. The desire for overseas validation is a recurring trend in 
Australian archival practice, and, in a later postscript, Piggott briefly addresses more 
recent influential visits by Terry Eastwood, David Bearman, and Eric Ketelaar.

The fourth chapter presents a more generalized call for deeper study into the uses 
of archival sources for historical research, introducing the amusing fifth chapter, 
“The File on H.” In it, Piggott outlines the legend of Prime Minister Bob Hawke’s 
drunken student exploits, involving visiting bishops and a naked swim in a lily pond. 
Effectively showing Australia’s distinctiveness, the legend helped to make Hawke’s 
career, and he was careful to joke about it frequently. In studying the documentary 
record, however, Piggott finds convincing evidence that the affair was gilded and only 
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tangentially involved Hawke. Piggott uses this legendary anecdote to outline the limits 
of the record in the face of myth.

The section on institutions begins with “Libraries and Archives: From Subordina-
tion to Partnership,” a chapter that could have also fit in Piggott’s history section. Here 
Piggott reprints his 1987 address discussing the slow independence of archives from 
national library control. He again tells the story of Schellenberg’s 1954 visit but also 
goes into much greater detail about the organizational climate in the National Library 
in the late 1950s. More recent institutional developments are discussed in chapter 7 on 
prime ministerial libraries, which began to be established at Australian universities in 
the 1990s. To American archivists used to the presidential library system, the surprise 
is that such prime ministerial libraries developed so recently and in a decentralized 
fashion with no national oversight. The chapter serves as support for Piggott’s central 
contention that documentation reflects and is reflected by societal context.

In some cases, Piggott’s repurposed essays seem more useful for an international 
audience than an Australian one. He opens the third section, “Formation,” with a 
chapter on the Australian census and its 80-year history of destroying all census forms 
after statistical tabulation (since 2001, census form retention is on an opt-in basis and 
a 99-year embargo). The only recently adjusted emphasis on confidentiality should be 
fascinating to archivists in the United States, where census records are released with 
much fanfare after 72 years. Much of the book serves as an introduction to distinctive 
Australian practices, although Piggott is also an accomplished and thoughtful theorist.

One pitfall of reprinted speeches is overlapping coverage. Chapter 11 deals with “Ap-
praisal ‘Firsts’ in Twenty-First-Century Australia,” which includes two examples dealt 
with elsewhere: the census records of chapter 9 and the underrepresentation of business 
archives in chapter 10. Schellenberg’s 1954 visit to Australia pops up throughout the 
volume. And, although Piggott makes no claim to deal with born-digital records, it is a 
disappointment that he does not investigate how the concept of societal provenance can 
be adapted to affect the appraisal (or lack thereof) of born-digital materials. Although 
his investigation into the origin of the records continuum model in chapter 12 alludes 
to its partial inspiration by “current records,” Piggott essentially conflates digital re-
cord appraisal with records management schedules. Despite the chapter’s omissions, 
however, it serves as the heart of the volume: it explicates the influential Australian 
origins of the records continuum model while illustrating the model’s failures and 
making a place for the less strictly gridded concept of societal provenance.

Piggott returns frequently to what he calls “the poverty of Australia’s recordkeeping 
history” (the title of chapter 15). As a historian and an archivist, he is concerned that 
the dominant framework for studying the history of Australian archives is insufficient: 
it ignores the history of recordkeeping systems, limits the identity of archives to ex-
clude the influence of records creators and records managers, and (most damningly) 
ignores 50,000 years of indigenous Australian history and recordkeeping. Indigenous 
recordkeeping, and Australian archivists’ failure to consider it in a serious way, is the 
explicit subject of chapter 16. Piggott uses the example of three types of indigenous 
records—the ceremony of tanderrum, message sticks, and the memory-based culture 
he terms “cognitive records”—to illustrate that established ways of seeing archives are 
insufficient. Although he does not “solve” the problem of archival underrepresentation, 
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the chapter attempts to argue that such records can no longer be dismissed as “out of 
scope.” The irony of the chapter coming at the end of a book with minimal mention 
of indigenous records and recordkeeping is unfortunate.

Piggott’s breadth of knowledge and experience is amply illustrated in this volume. 
Although content occasionally repeats, the book serves as an engaging introduction 
to Australian archival culture and proves several points of contact between North 
American, European, and Australian archives. His thoughtful discussion of the place 
of archives and records in society is worth examining, and the clear thread of societal 
provenance binds together 30 years of essays. The book illustrates the flexibility of 
the concept of societal provenance to explain the archival context of a nation through 
its history.

Caitlin Goodman
Rare Book Librarian

Free Library of Philadelphia



138 ARCHIVAL ISSUES Vol. 35, No. 2, 2014

Emergency Planning and Response for Libraries, Archives and Museums. By Emma 
Dadson. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2012. 230 pp. Softcover. $80.00.

Archivists, librarians, and curators strive to be exemplary custodians of the cultural 
heritage assets entrusted to their care, yet situations beyond control can and do affect 
the collections housed in archives, libraries, and museums. From natural disasters to 
human-caused catastrophes to lesser situations such as power outages, collections 
may be compromised and public services interrupted. While we may not be able to 
eliminate the risk of such occurrences, we can mitigate their consequences through 
advance planning. Emergency Planning and Response for Libraries, Archives and 
Museums by Emma Dadson provides guidance for undertaking the planning process, 
as well as for response and salvage should a disaster occur.

Dadson emphasizes that although disaster planning is a universal requirement for 
these organizations, it is not a one-size-fits-all concept. Institutions need to consider 
their available resources as well as their mission and priorities in developing emergency 
plans rather than trying to use a cookie cutter template. The book walks readers through 
the key areas to consider in developing an emergency plan while offering suggestions 
for special considerations for different types of institutions.

The book focuses on the creation of an emergency plan. Such a document might 
also be called a “disaster plan” or a “business continuity plan” depending on the type 
of organization (an archives in a corporate setting, for instance, might be more likely 
to have a business continuity plan). Whatever the name, the process of creating the 
plan is almost as important as the final product produced. The planning process pro-
vides an opportunity for staff to truly assess resources and priorities, to understand 
what types of disasters are most likely to occur in the specific institutional setting, 
and to give personnel confidence that they will be able to respond appropriately to an 
unexpected situation.

The book begins by making the case for creating an emergency plan and provides 
an overview of some common issues that can limit the effectiveness of such plans. 
These issues include an inflexible plan that cannot handle the absence of key person-
nel or adjust to a range of emergencies from small-scale to major incidents. Failure 
to use the plan properly may result from lack of buy-in by staff as well as from lack 
of testing and training on emergency procedures. Another consideration that may be 
overlooked by archives that are part of a larger institution is integration of the plan 
with the resources and emergency plans of the overall institution. 

This introduction is followed by case studies that provide a look at real-life examples 
of emergency plan implementation with key lessons learned, including aspects that 
worked smoothly as well as those that did not. Unexpected situations—such as a  
regionwide disaster that curtails available resources—can highlight weaknesses in an 
emergency plan. The case studies are drawn from a variety of settings from government 
archives to university libraries and archives and also include regional disasters that 
affected numerous institutions. While most of the examples are British, the scope is 
international and includes the 2011 earthquake and tsunami in Japan as well as prepared-
ness strategies at the Library of Congress. The subsequent chapters walk through the 
sections of an emergency plan and the steps in responding to an emergency situation. 
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These chapters speak in generalities rather than relating specific situations, and readers 
will benefit from referring back to the concrete examples provided by the case studies.

An organized response to an emergency requires personnel to understand their 
roles and responsibilities. Dadson identifies four key leadership roles: an emergency 
response manager to decide and implement the response strategy; a building recovery 
manager to deal with the effects of the emergency on the building and facilities; a col-
lections salvage manager; and a service continuity manager to focus on continuing or 
restoring service to users as soon as possible. Depending on the size and needs of the 
institution, these roles may be assigned to four individuals who would then make up 
the emergency management team, or the responsibilities could be distributed among 
a larger or smaller number of individuals. 

For the most part, Dadson seems to be speaking to larger institutions with adequate 
staff. This is not a book geared toward the lone arranger. In the chapter on “Roles and 
Responsibilities,” she acknowledges that it would be difficult to have a four-person 
emergency management team if the archives has fewer than four staff members. One 
significant point that she makes is that for an archives that is part of a larger organiza-
tion, the resources of the organization as a whole should be part of the emergency plan. 
For example, facilities and information technology departments can be called upon to 
assist with building recovery and restoring online access, leaving archives staff free 
to focus on collections salvage.

Four chapters deal with the phases of responding to a disaster. The first two, “In-
cident Control” and “Planning the Recovery Operation,” emphasize the need to stop 
and think—and use the emergency plan. An emergency plan helps staff to react appro-
priately to a problem situation as well as provides guidance for planning the recovery 
operation. Such guidance can be invaluable when trying to make decisions in a stress-
ful situation. The chapters on “Collections Salvage” and “Dealing with the Building” 
focus on the hands-on work of recovering from a disaster. An additional chapter on 
“Business Continuity” reminds planners of the need to mitigate the effects of disasters 
on services and of the necessity for planning in advance how this will be done.

One of the challenges of a book dealing with emergency response and planning 
is the multiple levels of activities that need to be considered. On one hand, planners 
need to understand the overall process of emergency response and recovery. At the 
same time, they must maintain a narrow focus on the specific activities that must take 
place to respond initially, to salvage collections, and to ensure the health and safety of 
everyone involved.  The book jumps between the big picture and the focused details. 
An organizational structure that kept these aspects separate rather than discussing 
them in the same chapter would have improved the book. Readers might find it most 
beneficial to read the book in two passes, first focusing on the broad-scale items and 
skimming over the detailed procedures and then going back for the detailed items on 
a later reading.

Emma Dadson works for a leading document restoration service in the United King-
dom, and Emergency Planning and Response for Libraries, Archives and Museums 
was written for a British audience. The book uses British terms and references British 
standards that may not be relevant in the United States. It is not a stand-alone resource 
for American repositories in the process of developing emergency plans. It is, however, 
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a thorough overview of the steps of emergency response and the issues that need to be 
considered in planning for and responding to a disaster. Archivists creating or revising 
emergency plans would do well to read this book in conjunction with other resources 
written for a North American audience. 

Melissa Gottwald
Archivist

Aviation Safety and Security Archives
Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University
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Archives, Museums and Collecting Practices in the Modern Arab World. Edited by 
Sonja Mejchner-Atassi and John Pedro Schwartz. Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012. 248 
pp. $94.95.

Written through a range of disciplines, Archives, Museums and Collecting Practices 
in the Modern Arab World explores the differences and shared experiences of collec-
tors in Arab countries attempting to establish various forms of identity. Whether on 
the local, national, regional, or global level, it is less the collections themselves, say 
co-editors Sonja Mejchner-Atassi and John Pedro Schwartz, than the practices and cir-
cumstances of collecting that forge the path toward both shared and individual history. 

After rejecting the Western-centered collections that dominated the early part of 
the twentieth century, many collecting movements have emerged throughout the Arab 
world. An often contentious array of perceptions of postcolonial regional, national, and 
local definitions arose in the wake of those movements, creating a dynamic interpreta-
tion of both the region’s past and present. 

Volatile political, religious, and cultural shifts persistently redefine what consti-
tutes the past in the Middle East and present both problems and opportunities for 
those seeking to derive a usable past from the sources so plentiful in the region. In 
the absence of either the shared experience of colonialism or consistent authoritarian 
rule, the people, rather than governments, in many parts of the region have begun to 
shape their own usable past. As such, many of the traditional models of collecting and 
exhibiting material culture—Orientalist, colonial, nationalist—have given way to a 
more individualized, broader, and deeper tapestry of historical and present identity. 
The turmoil of war and volatility of political unrest and movement, though, mean a 
lack of cohesion in collecting in every form. As collections disperse, viable artistic 
and collection “movements” are able to emerge only sporadically, if at all. 

The stories told through modern collecting in the Arab world today are far richer than 
in the past, but are also more fragmented and, to a degree, isolated. When movements 
or temperaments in collecting do coalesce, it is often as much for the sake of rejecting 
imposed Western-centered ideas of progress than for relocating and rebuilding the roots 
of Arab or local tradition and history. The materials of the past, especially for many of 
the smaller personal collections, are but one tool for establishing a revolutionary new 
identity, not necessarily for celebrating national or regional history. 

A modernist movement underway in the region serves as the most developed and 
broadly accessible cultural thread winding through the Arab world, especially emergent 
or newly affluent Gulf nations like Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and the United Arab Emirates. 
The authors discuss the ramifications of the added element of “entrepreneurialism” 
in collecting in many of those places. While the materials of Western culture are less 
prevalent, the influences of Western styles of collecting practice are evident throughout 
many of the largest and most notable museums and archives. Looming among them 
are Middle East “branches” of Western giants like the Louvre and the Guggenheim, 
designed to attract cultural tourism rather than translate a new regional identity. The 
authors fear that exploiting the material richness of the region both wrenches collections 
out of their cultural contexts and reinforces a monolithic neocolonial view of “Islamic 
art” that so many revolutionary Arabs seek to deconstruct. 
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The book also examines the roles of the collector, curator, archivist, or interpreter 
in shaping cultural materials into digestible and relatable historical elements. Adopt-
ing the notion that “objects do not speak for themselves,” the authors take the position 
that only through the agency of interpreters do historical objects “make arguments.” 
They note that museum education and archival reference should encompass an ongoing 
dialogue between collection, patron, and materials. Understanding the collector is as 
important as understanding the materials he or she collects. The array of collectors 
and motivations and the variety, and in many cases portability, of available materials 
significantly cloud the provenance and what the authors call “the fate” of collections. 
Such blurred lines tracing objects’ originations to their current state have ramifications 
upon contextualizing the “arguments” they make. In many cases, the collections say 
as much about their owners as they do about the relative circumstances in which they 
were actually created. 

The editors do a magnificent job of introducing and contextualizing their subject. 
The articles themselves, on the other hand, are somewhat loosely arranged, with argu-
able pertinence. “Collecting the Nation” by Nadia Bou Ali, for instance, considers 
nothing regarding museums and archives beyond a semantic relation of “collecting” 
ideas bound together to form the Nahdal, or “Arab Mind.” Its relevance to the subject 
of the volume is in its discussion of Arabic language forms and transitions as they 
occur within and through the Nahdal. While the notion conveyed is that the fluidity 
of the language continually re-establishes the framework of self-perception within 
which collecting occurs, this analysis, without the reference to museum or archives 
practice, seems out of place. 

The work finds more concrete ground in Helene Sader’s “Between Looters and Private 
Collectors,” wherein the author assesses the impact of the market for looted antiquities 
in Lebanon. The market, she says, is driven by collectors and fueled mostly by local 
looters and dealers. For the looters, there is a financial incentive to sell antiquities, 
and for the collectors, the incentive is simply to possess them. In both cases, Sader 
believes the inability of the Lebanese to come to terms with their past and view it as 
a shared national heritage is to blame for the disjointed, financially based view of the 
value of antiquities

Vera Tamari then juxtaposes the Lebanese condition with that of Palestine, whose 
cultural heritage is revered and context highly sought by its own people. In tracing the 
career of the scholar and collector Canaan, and the amulet collection he shepherded, 
Tamari reveals the arc of collecting history seen in the region. The crossroads of biblical 
antiquities and the Palestinian quest for national identity coincide with the Israeli desire 
to establish its own cultural roots. While this confluence fosters a consistent interest 
in Jerusalem and its region, the ravages of war and dislocation make the means for 
collecting and preserving Palestinian material cultural remains disjointed. The author 
looks to Canaan and his collection—a mix of scientific inquiry and cultural pride—as 
an example for collectors to follow. 

While the first section of the book establishes the volatile nature of collecting 
throughout the region, the second section looks at the impact of those conditions upon 
historiography. Lucie Ryzova begins the section by attempting to put a positive spin 
on the chaotic “used paper” market in Cairo. Rather than decry the near impossibility 
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of establishing context, she denotes the possibilities for research in embracing the 
market itself as an archives, describing collecting practices and providing access to 
more and different types of collections than the official repositories of the state could. 
Betty Gilbert-Sleiman follows with an examination of the role of the state’s reconcili-
ation agenda on the historiography in school textbooks. Though somewhat out of place 
without any relation to collecting, archives, or museums, the chapter shines a light on 
the possibilities that result from agenda-driven collecting. It also helps add context 
to Sophie Brones’s look at “The Beit Beirut Project.” The project is an attempt to re-
create the historic Barakat House in Beirut as a center for “cultural memory,” leaving 
intact the war-ravaged facade of the building and incorporating the war into the house’s 
narrative. Brones examines the evolution of the Beit Beirut and the implications for 
discourse inherent in the struggle to establish it as a cultural space. 

The last section rounds out the discussion by looking at the practices and evolv-
ing nature of collecting modern art. Sarah A. Rogers explores the discourse created 
between and among the artists of the center at Darat al Funun and the Khalid Shoman 
Private Collection. The center and the collection engage in a dialogue far less likely to 
occur at state-sponsored programs, museums, or private collections alone. While Em-
ily Doherty juxtaposes the vision of emerging artistry in the northern Arab countries 
with the openly materialistic brand of collecting seen among the Gulf states, “The 
Ecstasy of Property,” as she names it, reflects the UAE’s turn toward collecting as an 
entrepreneurial pursuit and creates for the Gulf region an identity in and of itself. Nada 
Shabout, meanwhile, traces “Collecting Modern Iraqi Art” from its roots in the 1950s 
through its role in state building and its new significance in its undefined and contested 
struggle to re-assert Iraqi identity. Finally, the volume ends with Walid Sadek’s grim 
but gripping look at the dispersal and collection of those missing or killed during the 
long wars. He goes beyond merely examining another ramification of the impact of war 
upon cultural heritage and looks at the very nature of loss and legacy through collecting.

In all, the book does what it sets out to do. It provides a glimpse into the unsettled 
role of self-perception throughout the Arab world.  It also juxtaposes the affluent Gulf 
states with their more volatile inland neighbors. The authors shed some much-needed 
light upon the importance of memory, identity, and the discourse generated through 
collecting material culture. 

Michael Law
Archives Assistant 
Auburn University
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Preserving Local Writers, Genealogy, Photographs, Newspapers, and Related Ma-
terials. Edited by Carol Smallwood and Elaine Williams. Plymouth, UK: Scarecrow 
Press, 2012. 356 pp. Index. Softcover. $55.00.  

At first glance, Carol Smallwood and Elaine Williams’s Preserving Local Writers, 
Genealogy, Photographs, Newspapers, and Related Materials appears to be assembled 
for the benefit of smaller institutions struggling to walk the fine line between access 
and preservation. Such institutions are perennially cash-strapped, staffed by volunteers, 
led by liberal arts majors grateful to have a job—any job—but wearing too many hats, 
and kept running by the grace of grant funding and friends groups. Does this describe 
your place of work? Then buy this book immediately. However, in today’s economy, 
the tongue-in-cheek description above applies to many more of us. From the smallest to 
the largest research institutions, all could benefit from the collective wisdom compiled 
and corralled by these editors into a logical progression of preservation “know-how.” 
Preserving Local Writers is full of commonsense, practical examples for anyone in-
vested in the accessibility of public collections.  

This anthology should be added to the ready-reference shelf. It comprises 31 essays 
divided into 9 topical sections: “Basics,” “Newspapers,” “Scrapbooks,” “Local His-
tory,” “Genealogy,” “Photographs,” “Digital,” “Oral Histories,” and “Approaches to 
Preservation.” The combined wisdom of the 33 contributing writers (most of whom 
are active librarians in their fields with a few archivists and other information profes-
sionals in the mix) is equivalent to hundreds of years of experience. Their unified 
voice chants the refrain: “Learn from our projects. Make yours even better.” Such is 
the collegial nature of librarians. 

Rochelle LeMaster’s short treatise, “You Can’t Keep It All,” was especially hearten-
ing. Cultural custodians fall into two camps: those ready with a polite “no thank-you” 
and those who hoard. LeMaster’s highlighting the importance of a gift policy is a 
timely reminder to decline items and collections that cannot be properly cared for or 
are not germane to the mission of the repository. These can be difficult and even po-
litical decisions, but they are critical to the overall health of an institution. LeMaster’s 
checklists for “what to keep” should be mandatory reading. Likewise, Brenda Lincke 
Fisseler’s “Lavaca County Records Retention Project” is a particularly memorable 
chapter. Fisseler shares fine insights on group dynamics and structured recovery in her 
account of the infamous railroad boxcar used to store county history through years of 
extreme Texas weather. The teamwork required to inventory and rehouse the materials 
was monumental. Stories like this from the trenches bring the profession to life for the 
inexperienced and are vivid reading for the initiated.  

Another highlight is Alexia Hudson’s “Preservation of the Emilie Davis Diaries.” 
Her essay is a comprehensive guide to navigating the legal complexities of a digitiza-
tion project with straightforward advice for prospective projects. Hudson’s willingness 
to air challenges encountered with the joint project between the Historical Society of 
Pennsylvania and Pennsylvania State University Libraries is refreshing, and the scope 
is inspiring. Collaborations between repositories and educational institutions have the 
potential to alter research paths and illuminate hidden populations in the historical 
record.
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Wrangling order out of the great variety of essay submissions could not have been 
intuitive for the editors. In fact, the order within each section can feel arbitrary. For 
example, why would Karl Madden’s “Historical Sheet Music Collections: Practical 
Wisdom, Racial Sensitivity” fall between Jessica Phillips’s “Educating the Community: 
Preserving Tomorrow’s Treasures Today” and Emily Griffin’s “Tracing History through 
Nontraditional Methods”? The former would make a rather forward-looking conclu-
sion, and the latter could have rounded out “Part 5: Genealogy.” For that matter, Kerry 
FitzGerald’s “Reinventing the Obituary File for the Digital Age” might be more at home 
in the “Genealogy” section as well.  

Despite the late placement of Madden’s essay in “Part 9: Approaches to Preservation,” it 
is a gem. (In retrospect, a section on cataloging could have absorbed Madden’s piece and 
other essays such as Cyndi Harbeson’s “Promoting Local History through the Catablog.”) 
Any student of history or archivist would do well to consider Madden’s main precept, 
historical context. He advocates the simplicity of neutral language to preface context for 
insensitive materials. Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century mainstream lyrics (some 
even offensive in their day) can be exceptionally inflammatory today. Representing them 
impartially and not segregating or flagging them enables future researchers to better 
study the materials within their sociohistorical context without biased contemporary 
commentary. Madden reiterates this concept with a timely 2005 quote from the Nelson 
Mandela Foundation: “The archive is a site of ambiguity. It is best understood as a con-
tested terrain for memory construction that in turn shapes contemporary understanding 
of society” (p. 311). 

Although the writing styles vary, each author has a familiar voice. And none were 
so dry as to leave the reader parched. A few criticisms: several of the essays lack notes 
or bibliography. Each essay is brief by necessity, but this reviewer especially appreci-
ated those with links to further resources. If Preserving Local Writers was a textbook, 
then a comprehensive list of resources at the end of each of its nine sections would be 
advisable. Other additions that might be included in a second volume of this work are 
chapters on safety concerns and the physical challenges of extracting archival materi-
als from dilapidated buildings, the building envelope and environs, reformatting, and 
micro- and macroclimates.  

The spectrum of preservation activities documented in Preserving Local Writers shifts 
from broad to laser-focused topics. Some chapters read like detailed how-to blueprints. 
Others are much more generalized guidelines, while still others are concise summaries 
of the best of preservation planning. The overarching tone is one of helpfulness. Pres-
ervation is still a relatively nascent field with roots in both the international response to 
the 1966 Arno flood in Florence, Italy, and the U.S. National Historic Preservation Act 
signed into law that same year. To witness preservation expanding into digital directions 
and absorbing even social media into its best practices half a century later is bittersweet. 
The future is promising, but it is difficult not to look back and wonder what heritage 
has been lost and what might still be accessible if only cultural caretakers had access to 
commonsense anthologies like Carol Smallwood and Elaine Williams’s Preserving Local 
Writers, Genealogy, Photographs, Newspapers, and Related Materials.

Julia Merkel
Preservation Officer

James Madison University Libraries



146 ARCHIVAL ISSUES Vol. 35, No. 2, 2014

Preserving Digital Materials. Second edition. By Ross Harvey. Boston: De Gruyter 
Sauer, 2011. 221 pp. Index. Hardcover. $98.00.

Ross Harvey’s Preserving Digital Materials is a comprehensive summary of cur-
rent thought on the preservation of digital materials. In this second edition, Harvey 
expands his discussion to include a more international focus (the initial edition focused 
on archival thinking and terminology in Australia). In addition, Harvey attempts to 
consider digital collections not just from the archival perspective, but also from the 
library, museum, and digital scholarship points of view. As such, this book is not a 
how-to guide; it does not lead an archivist through setting up a digital preservation 
program. Instead, it synthesizes scholarship on the subject and also raises key questions 
that archivists should consider as they plan for the digital items in their collections. 

One of the first tasks Harvey sets out to accomplish is to show why digital preservation 
is so essential and why the preservation techniques traditionally applied to books and 
paper materials do not help, and may actually hurt, the preservation of digital items. 
One of Harvey’s key examples of this is the idea of “benign neglect,” a technique com-
monly applied to paper-based materials, which says that most paper is stable enough 
to be ignored for a considerable length of time without damaging the materials: “many 
information carriers made of organic materials (most notably paper-based artifacts) will 
not deteriorate rapidly if they are left undisturbed. For digital materials this concept is 
positively harmful” (p. 8). If archivists do not intervene immediately to preserve digital 
items, preferably in the creation stages, they can be lost—either because technology 
will change and they will no longer be able to access the items, or because they will 
get inadvertently destroyed before archivists can plan for them. So “benign neglect” 
is positively harmful, and therefore far more insidious, because it shows archivists not 
only have to learn new preservation techniques for digital items, but they also have to 
unlearn some techniques and behaviors they are accustomed to following.

Another key theme that runs throughout the book is the idea that preservation 
treatment of the carrier is different from preservation treatment of digital content. For 
example, digital content may exist on a diskette, a flash drive, or a computer hard drive. 
With paper-based materials, archivists strive to preserve both the carrier (a sheet of 
parchment, for example) and the content (what is written on the parchment), because 
the carrier has intrinsic value that adds meaning to the content. However, with digi-
tal materials, trying to maintain original software and hardware is a losing venture, 
particularly because of the cost and space required for upkeep. Therefore, any digital 
preservation plan should follow the idea that the “information being preserved [is] 
independent of the media on which it resides” (p. 17). The book also provides concrete 
ideas on how to apply these themes to archival work. For example, in chapters 7 and 8, 
Harvey discusses a variety of techniques and approaches to preservation and evaluates 
them, suggesting which are worth considering and which are not. These chapters could 
prove helpful for establishing a preservation strategy.

While the book is quite comprehensive, Harvey has a tendency to unnecessarily 
repeat definitions and points, making it hard to wade through and find the bottom line 
of his argument. Also, in synthesizing the various sources and authorities he cites, it 
can be hard to determine what he thinks is most important, or what he thinks archivists 
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should do to combat the various problems he presents. Most archival literature is either 
structured to present a new theory about how to attack a problem, or to report on how 
someone has solved or addressed a problem or issue. This book, instead, summarizes 
what various people think of the issue of digital preservation and the variety of con-
cerns that make up the issue as a whole (such as how archivists should decide what 
digital materials to save, the need for preserving contextual materials in addition to 
the content, etc.). For this reason, it is difficult at times to conceive of how archivists 
would use this book and apply it directly to their work.

Jessica L. Wagner
Assistant University Archivist and Special Collections Librarian

Adelphi University



148 ARCHIVAL ISSUES Vol. 35, No. 2, 2014

Redacted: The Archives of Censorship in Transwar Japan. By Jonathan E. Abel. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012. 355 pp. Index. Hardcover. $65.00.

Societies across the globe have engaged in censorship over the course of history. 
Censorship in twentieth-century Japan provides an arena to explore the motivations 
and impact of this activity on the oeuvre of literature produced, both from the evidence 
of censorship and the realities of self-censorship. Redacted: The Archives of Censor-
ship in Transwar Japan by Jonathan E. Abel presents a complex theoretical approach 
to the history of censorship in Japan from the 1920s through the 1960s. Abel seeks to 
clearly understand the relationship between the evidence of censorship and the act of 
censorship within a culture. Another aspect of this research is to redefine periodic-
ity by introducing the concept of a transwar analysis. As he notes, treatments such 
as what he attempts generally focus on World War II as an extraordinary event. By 
including discourses from the prewar and postwar periods, Abel tells a “larger story” 
and a “nonbounded periodization” (p. 17). He further seeks to dismantle the sense 
of “other” embedded in historical research about the East, and this theme becomes 
evident in his conclusion. 

Abel presents his analysis of censorship and its documentation in three distinct sec-
tions. The first, identified as “Preservation,” looks at the documentation of censorship 
using archives, indices, and essays. This first section is perhaps of the most interest to 
the archives audience. The analysis of the ways in which censorship has been docu-
mented and that documentation maintained and understood speaks to notions of access 
to the records of the past. As a point of comparison, Abel examines multiple sources in 
this section, allocating the visibility of the information as a point of comparison. The 
archival sources of censors are identified as invisible, whereas the indices of books 
and essays on censorship are very public expressions from the period.

The second section, identified as “Production,” looks at the production of three 
literary genres and their relationships to censorship. The genres serving as points 
of discussion include proletarian, erotic, and war literature. Abel chose these genres 
because they were specifically targets of censorship and present underlying themes 
that were the larger targets of the censorship program. By framing these genres in the 
context of production, this work places censorship in the context of the larger literary 
productivity of a culture. This section in particular is littered with entertaining short 
narratives intended to build a larger understanding. In fact, Abel starts the section with 
an example of work created by a former censor that would most likely be the target of 
censorship to juxtapose the role of the censor versus that of the artist. 

A final section labeled “Redaction” explores the evidence of censorship available in 
the documents of censorship. The author’s attention here to the marks of censorship 
provides a contrast to the other sections, which deal more with ideas than with textual 
evidence. This section addresses the visual components of censorship but can also be 
considered the book’s most complex section in terms of interweaving narrative and 
theory. Abel’s emphasis on typographic evidence to tell a larger cultural or social story 
is a look at the material culture of censorship and is an excellent contrast to the more 
abstract textual analyses of the previous sections. 
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While the work is impeccably researched, it lacks the narrative drive that can make 
historical analyses compelling. This is not a book to read from start to finish and en-
gage in the larger narrative; it is a book, though, that has many fascinating narratives 
contained within. This research is also meticulously documented through endnotes 
and a 35-page bibliography. It is impressive to note that Abel has not only conducted 
topical research but also has done significant research in archival literature, adding to 
the transdisciplinary relevance of this work. 

In the end, this work is an important contribution to the history of censorship, 
the role of archival documentation in understanding that history, and the history of 
twentieth-century Japan before, during, and after the war. While complex and difficult 
in its theoretical treatments, it is worthy of the work needed to understand the layers 
of analysis Abel presents. 
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