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Abstract: The MARC Format for Archives and Manuscript Control (MARC-AMC) was
designed with the potential for recording a broad range of information and contains struc-
tures for a variety of implementations. These hidden potentials are being explored in its
implementation within national bibliographic networks, especially within the Research
Libraries Information Network (RLIN) by the Seven States Project. The AMC format has
the potential both to support successful automation of archival control and to transform
the bibliographic utilities as we know them today. Specifically, AMC overthrows the
bibliocentricism, the political hegemony, and the existing financial/functional underpin-
nings of the bibliographic networks. It opens the ways to multimedia cultural information
systems and new local/national systems architectures. As a consequence, archivists are
likely to play a critical role in redesigning library information networks in the decades to
come.
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Bibliographic Utilities 27

Introduction

ARCHIVAL INFORMATION EXCHANGE DID not

find its ideal implementation through the
kind of rational planning and testing sug-
gested by the National Information Sys-
tems Task Force of the Society of American
Archivists in 1981.1 Instead, existing na-
tional bibliographic networks were selected
as the vehicles for archival information ex-
change by default, with the assumption that
they could subsequently be shaped by their
users. Without doubt, the embracing of the
MARC Archives and Manuscript Control
format (MARC-AMC) and bibliographic
networks that has occurred since 1984 has
defined a fundamental strategy for the
profession. The question now is, how can
archivists manage its long-term ramifica-
tions? Since no independent archival infor-
mation sharing networks were constructed,
archivists must now identify ways for bib-
liographic utilities to carry the data they
need without doing violence to the data,
the information needs, or the utilities.

Archivists came late to bibliographic
networking for which an established base
of financial support and political mecha-
nisms supporting that base were already in
place. Library economics defined the cat-
aloging of new materials as a community
benefit for which no charge was applied.
Copy cataloging—or duplicating records
made by others—saved local institutional
resources and so was billed as a network
service. This economic equation was clearly
not transferable to archives. Although no
one suggested that archival materials would
be copy cataloged, the bibliographic utili-
ties were willing to consider archival in-
formation exchange in the hopes of realizing
a secondary, if marginal, benefit. By in-
cluding archival and manuscript holdings

'David Bearman, Towards National Information
Systems for Archives and Manuscript Repositories:
The National Information Systems Task Force (NISTF)
Papers, 1981-1984, (Chicago, SAA, 1987), 119p.

of their member institutions within their da-
tabases, they could support an integrated
catalog for member libraries. The costs to
the utilities of providing this added benefit
would be modest so long as archives and
manuscript control could be implemented
with few changes to the rest of the system.
After all, the number of records anticipated
was quite small by comparison with the more
than fifteen million bibliographic records
maintained by the larger networks.

Partially as a consequence of this last
assumption, the alliance between archives
and the library technical services commu-
nity has been very fragile. The senior part-
ner has little interest in or understanding of
archivists' needs, and archivists have not
yet been able to identify their strategic ob-
jectives. Both archivists and the library
community fear that the needs of archi-
vists, if acted upon, would undermine the
current financial, political, and conceptual
basis of the bibliographic networks.2 In-
deed, if all the implications of supporting
archival information exchange were per-
ceived the strains would be greater, be-
cause the MARC AMC format is a vehicle
for revolutionary change in library prac-
tice.

This article explores that revolutionary
potential, in part by examining the exper-
imental implementation of archives and
manuscript control on the Research Librar-
ies Information Network (RLIN) by the
Seven States Project (SSP). In 1985, the
Research Libraries Group (RLG), and the
state archives of Alabama, California,
Minnesota, New York, Pennsylvania, Utah
and Wisconsin received funding from the
National Historical Publications and Rec-

2Since this article was accepted, RLG has estab-
lished a new basis for charging for RLIN which re-
flects the dissolution of the copy cataloging foundation
of bibliographic utilities and recognizes the new basis
for the utility as an information service. Charges from
January 1989 will be based on searches of the data-
base rather than processing of records. Research Li-
braries Group News 16 (May 1988): 2-6.
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28 American Archivist / Winter 1989

ords Commission (NHPRC) to conduct a
study of the benefits of using RLIN to share
information about their holdings, and the
appraisal activities. An examination of the
SSP will illustrate how archivists, by gen-
eralizing what they believe must take place
for archives to use library networks well,
can both serve their own short-term inter-
ests in getting the networks to adopt mech-
anisms suited to archival and manuscript
control and provide a platform from which
the bibliographic networks of the 1970s and
1980s can become the knowledgebases of
the 1990s. This argument could, therefore,
be addressed as much to librarians as to
archivists, because it is librarians who will
need to see a long-term benefit in the kinds
of (costly) modifications that archivists will
propose as a result of the SSP and similar
projects. But first it will be necessary for
archivists to recognize and understand the
possibilities.

I. Present Systems: What Are Library
Bibliographic Networks and What Are
Archivists Doing in/to Them?

Much to the surprise of those who tried
to plan national bibliographic networks in
the 1960s and early 1970s, library net-
works grew like Topsy and became na-
tional without the benefit of national
planning.3 OCLC rode to success on the
wings of shared cataloging—a method of
distributing the unit costs of using an au-
thority file of bibliographic entries that is
particularly cost effective for organizations
able to locate in this fashion the cataloging
data for almost all the materials they ac-
quire. OCLC was willing to cede to re-
gional networks other cooperative services,
including support for bibliographic
processing and value-added reprocessing of
cataloging and processing data, thus forg-

3David Bearman, "Archival and Bibliographic In-
formation Networks," Journal of Library Administra-
tion 7 no. 2/3, (Summer/Fall 1986): 99-110.

ing an even stronger dependence on OCLC
through the enhanced services provided by
regional network to their members. Be-
cause large research institutions with for-
eign language and specialized acquisitions
and large specialized, unique collections
were less able to benefit from shared cat-
aloging, they eventually formed RLG, an
organization whose cooperative benefits
were not to be limited to shared cataloging.
Trends in local systems during the 1970s
and early 1980s supported the growth of
national networks. In these local systems,
catalogers entered MARC formatted data,
acquisitions modules depended on ISSN and
ISBN identifiers, and public access cata-
logs were loaded from network-provided
tapes.

In the early 1980s, when archivists first
broached the possibility of contributing data
on archival and manuscript holdings to the
RLIN database, RLG was also just begin-
ning to move beyond shared cataloging and
the pains of its formative period to explore
the benefits of sharing research databases
and making cooperative use of processing/
cataloging data. It was easy to avoid asking
whether the archives database was going to
be another bibliographic file, a research da-
tabase, or a processing tool, and it was to
everyone's advantage to beg a question that
might have required a hard, financially
based, decision.

It was generally accepted that if archival
records could be treated as another biblio-
graphic file, such a file would be suffi-
ciently small that cost-recovery issues could
be absorbed within the cost recovery for
the much larger bibliographic files. If, con-
trary to projections based on the size of the
National Union Catalog of Manuscript Col-
lections (NUCMC) and the NHPRC SPIN-
DEX databases, it grew a great deal, the
file would become valuable as a research
database (and, it was hoped that cost-re-
covery issues would then be irrelevant within
the context of RLG which was organized
precisely to encourage such research data-
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Bibliographic Utilities 29

base development). Even if archivists
eventually used such a system heavily for
processing control (under the then existing
structures for payment), the implementa-
tion would be cost-justified because archi-
vists would pay the costs of maintaining
the file. Each of these scenarios, however,
made forecasts for what became the AMC
file as if it would forever be insulated from
the rest of RLIN. Few considered what must
now be taken seriously, that AMC might
be a Trojan horse, or a virus.

The AMC format looked innocent enough
to most librarians because in almost all sur-
face respects, it appeared to be in conform-
ity with other MARC formats. But dangers
to the status quo were built into several,
barely submerged, reefs. The first, and in
the long run most important, threat was a
conceptual innovation. Archival methods
did not respect the boundaries established
by bibliographers between physical infor-
mation formats, each represented by its own
MARC format. The MARC-AMC format
was created to accommodate the require-
ments of a community that described cul-
tural materials without considering their
physical format as a primary feature.

The second danger arose from the polit-
ically novel terms under which the format
was adopted. The AMC format, as adopted
by the library community, came with a tether
to the archival profession.4 It was to be
jointly owned and jointly administered. None
of the other formats were restricted in this
way, and the full implications of the con-
straint are still being explored. On the one
hand the idea of involving other commu-
nities beyond libraries in developing MARC

formats has proved infectious, but the na-
ture of the constraint it imposes on librar-
ians, if any, is not clear.5

The final danger was that the AMC for-
mat had been launched with the full knowl-
edge that it was financially adrift. Its
designers built a vessel that could hold bib-
liographic item descriptions, bibliographic
collection descriptions, inventories, organ-
ization and person authority records, and
novel processing data. Its actual data cargo
would be chosen by its owner and would
be up for auction for several years. Along
with what data would ultimately be ex-
changed, what functions would be required
were unknown. True, these records, as le-
gitimate MARC records, seemed to fit neatly
into a category already defined by librar-
ians. But, on closer examination, and as
archivists have begun to work out how best
to exploit their containerized information
transport vehicle, it is evident that the lack
of prior description standards provides an
opening for archivists to employ the format
in ways that are extremely novel, including
the creation of pseudo-bibliographic rec-
ords for forms of material or for record se-
ries schedules. In addition archivists are
intensively exploiting several areas of the
format, such as the processing control data
in field 583 and the notes fields, 5xx. It
now appears that these practices could be-
come the drivers for economical archival
information exchange. If so, AMC could
transform library network economics.

Since neither librarians nor archivists are
fully aware of these three submerged reefs,
or what they might mean, each is analyzed
further below and then discussed in the
context of the SSP experiment on RLIN.

4The meaning of the agreement between the Library
of Congress and SAA has been further obfuscated by
"format integration," a principle adopted by the ad-
visory committee on the MARC formats, MARBI, at
its meeting in July of 1988. For archivists, however,
the integration largely represents a triumph of their
views since its major implication is to extend collec-
tive description and the other features of AMC de-
scribed in this article to all the other formats.

'Library of Congress, MARC Standards and Net-
work Development Office, "Format Integration Con-
siderations," Discussion paper #16 (Washington DC,
15 May 1987) recognized this political constraint. It
is worth noting, in the summer of 1988, that the po-
litical agreement struck in 1983 may have been un-
done by format integration, but it remains too soon to
say.
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A. Exposing Conventions. To name is
to differentiate. To differentiate is to bring
something into existence from an inchoate
mass. In this fashion, the archives com-
munity named the library conventions
embedded within MARC, differentiating
them from its own, and thereby giving them
birth as independent realities. Implicit within
library cataloging practice, they became
bound up in the MARC formats, and their
implications there had previously gone un-
recognized.

The AMC format explicitly named and
differentiated its practices from those of li-
braries in a number of ways. By stating that
archival conventions could govern the de-
scription in an archival record, it identified
the Anglo-American Cataloging Rules, 2nd.
ed. (AACR2) as a description convention,
existing outside the MARC formats, to
which library records adhered. In so doing,
it called into question all aspects of the for-
mat which presumed AACR2-based de-
scriptive practice rules, rather than serving
as neutral communication mechanisms. By
providing for explicit identification in a re-
cord of the conventions being followed, it
opened the way to yet undefined conven-
tions of other communities.

While there remains no code of archival
description practice akin to AACR2 that
serves as a universally accepted description
standard, it is already apparent that AMC
has differentiated itself in practice by rarely
employing fields considered nearly essen-
tial in bibliographic item cataloging. The
fact that an archival collection would fre-
quently, if not usually, lack a "title proper"
or that archives do not, by their inherent
character, respect the of and about distinc-
tion reflected in the use of fields 6xx and
7xx are signs that something very different
is being practiced by archivists. The pres-
ence of these elements in the AMC format,
however, for those rare occasions that re-
quire them, disguises what practice is now
revealing.

What is emerging, and will doubtless be
codified and accepted by archivists in the
coming years6, is an archives-and-manu-
script-control cataloging convention distin-
guished from the two fundamental
bibliographic conventions of item catalog-
ing and serials control. The guiding prin-
ciple of bibliographic descriptive, or item,
cataloging is that the cataloger transcribes
cataloging information from the item in hand
and may assign to the item topical subject
headings describing what the item is about.
The guiding principle of serials control is
that bibliographic information from the
publisher, usually but not always printed
somewhere within the journal, is used to
establish an entry for items in hand and for
items that will be produced in the future as
part of the series. It is possible for individ-
ual items within the series to be analyzed
separately, and have topical subjects as-
signed, but it is by no means common.

The guiding principles of archival con-
trol are provenance and life-cycle manage-
ment of records. The items in hand are
described in terms of the activity out of which
they arose and the actions that have been
taken on them. They are not described, in
themselves, except tangentially and as a
matter of convenience. Therefore, archi-
vists do not distinguish between what the
materials are of and what they are about
since they are by inference about whatever
they are of and the volume of materials

6Steve Henson's Archives, Personal Papers, and
Manuscripts: A Cataloging Manual for Archival Re-
positories, Historical Societies and Manuscript Li-
braries (Washington, DC: Library of Congress, 1983)
achieved the status of a de facto standard for most
MARC AMC users. Its SAA sponsored second edi-
tion, scheduled for issuance in 1989, will probably be
adopted formally. The desire of archivists for such
standards was demonstrated by a vote at the 1987
annual meeting calling upon Council to seek support
for definition of description standards that led to the
NHPRC funded project, directed by Larry Dowler of
Harvard University. This project is also expected to
report in 1989 on standards needed by the profession.
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Bibliographic Utilities 31

typically precludes description of what they
are about but not of.

Each of these traditions, and the catalog-
ing rules they invoke, can describe the same
physical things—for example, a govern-
ment report on land use in a particular county
may be a government document (book), a
part of a series of land use reports, and a
part of the archives of an agency. The po-
tential difference between these descrip-
tions reveals that cataloging is directed by
implicit functional requirements and that
different purposes are intended to be served
by the different methods of documentation
of holdings. As a consequence, articulating
what conventions are being followed be-
comes essential if the descriptions are to be
available for the intended purposes and au-
diences. The construction of descriptions
for distinct implicit ends will become more
evident as a result of technological changes
that challenge our concepts of published and
serial; these developments are erasing the
lines between archival and bibliographic and
forcing managers of repositories holding
these materials to confront the purposes of
cataloging in selecting the conventions they
will follow. For instance, serials control was
confined to printed materials when journal
meant periodically issued printed text pub-
lication, but now is extended to include se-
rial music, photographic or graphic serial
works, and serial maps, and the concept
will be extended increasingly in the future
as electronic serial publications become
commonplace. As the act of publication it-
self becomes publication on demand or re-
mote publication, the difference between
delivering a single copy and publishing,
usually the difference between manuscripts
and publications, is obscured.

B. Franchising the Periphery. Librar-
ians often ask archivists, "why can't
everyone just describe this item the same
way?" without recognizing the biblio-
graphic description bias inherent in the
question. Obviously, if there were no func-

tional basis for the different approaches,
then everyone could adopt the same con-
ventions. In practice, the differences be-
tween these conventions are only examined
when more than one might be applicable to
the same materials. But the question hides
the real issue, which is the politics of val-
idating an approach. Librarians have con-
trolled the means of production and
dissemination of bibliographic data; why,
we should ask, have they permitted them-
selves to be put on the defensive and to
accept approaches to this data that reject
their standards?

The answer lies in the chimera that has
been the psychological motivation for li-
brary automation—the unified catalog, in-
tegrated finding aid, or national bibliographic
database. Long an elusive goal of library
automation, the completely automated in-
tegrated union catalog became a realizable
objective in the early 1980s when most ma-
jor academic libraries had automated cata-
loging of traditional bibliographic materials
and were finishing or planning retrospec-
tive conversion efforts to capture large bod-
ies of materials cataloged previously. They
were planning, installing, or dreaming about
on-line public access catalogs. And as they
looked around for materials that were left
out of the scope of their unified catalog,
they were keenly aware that archives and
manuscript collections, often considered the
jewels of their institutional holdings, were
missing.

Thus, when archivists and, later, visual
materials curators, approached the library
community to consider including their
holdings within the scope of the biblio-
graphic utilities, the library community was
open to them, in spite of the revisions to
the MARC formats that each group felt were
necessary. On the other hand, the political
risk of negotiating with the library com-
munity required that those representing the
SAA insist on some guarantee of mutual
responsibility for the formats as a condition
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for undertaking their revision. Because ar-
chivists agreed to use the normal channel
for revisions to MARC (the MARBI com-
mittee process), the novelty of joint own-
ership was not unacceptable to librarians.

As a consequence of the proliferation of
formats, of which the AMC was one, a
movement developed within the library
community to consolidate, or merge the
formats, which was accepted in principle
by the MARBI committee in July 1988.
The implications of the differences be-
tween AMC and the other formats, how-
ever, will not be fully appreciated until (and
unless) there is an integrated implementa-
tion. Because the unification process will
result in a format that incorporates fields
from all the formats, no single prescription
of descriptive practice will be reflected in
the unified whole, and the externality of
descriptive standards and rules will be rein-
forced. Also, because it creates a single
large and complex format, unification is in-
creasing the pressure for simplification, a
concept that, while desirable in the ab-
stract, can serve as a cover for imposing
on specialized users the value judgments of
the majority, which sees certain elements
of information as extraneous.

The position of archivists in the unifi-
cation discussions, which they fully sup-
ported, was that format integration should
not require communities to sacrifice the
satisfaction of their disparate needs. We have
certainly not seen all the implications of
this political realignment.

C. Exploding Bibliocentricism. The last
threat that AMC poses for the other biblio-
graphic description formats is extremely
subtle and has thus far escaped the attention
of most archivists, as well as librarians. It
concerns the presumptive architecture of a
database in which AMC records reside.

Traditional library descriptive catalogs
consist of a master file with indexes. Sev-
eral methods of access may be provided to
enable a researcher to query the file by au-
thors, titles, subjects, and other biblio-

graphic elements, but the subject of the query
is bibliographic items and bibliographic
items are what will be retrieved. If the bib-
liographic system is implemented with a
degree of authority control, full authority
records for names and subjects may also be
in separate databases used by catalogers,
but the public catalog, which will have only
headings used in bibliographic records, is
just an index. If the environment is one in
which acquisitions and circulation are in-
tegrated with the catalog, transaction rec-
ords of processing history may be
implemented as a separate file. In any case,
within a library system, each of these rec-
ords will point to the bibliographic data that
is clearly the master file.

Materials described using the AMC ap-
proach are not the center of their database.
Already it is evident that provenance rec-
ords (history of agencies and persons) and
form of material or series records (which
exist across jurisdictions) are more primary
to the archival universe than their invoca-
tion in a particular document or record. Just
as Copernican heliocentricism overthrew the
privileged position of the earth, so AMC
overthrows the privileged position of the
bibliographic record. And, in so doing, it
fundamentally alters the universe, not just
for archivists, but for librarians as well.
The implications of this revolution are ex-
plored further in the final section of this
article.

II. What Does the Seven States Project
Do?

A. The Project Itself. The work of the
SSP illustrates many of the potential chal-
lenges to traditional library practices and
bibliographic networking that are inherent
in AMC. The project is not simply con-
structing a database of descriptions of state
and local government records from seven
states, but is also testing its utility in an
archival context.

First, the participating state archives are
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Bibliographic Utilities 33

examining the power of a functions vocab-
ulary to augment subject access. The vo-
cabulary, consisting of terms for sphere of
activity and process, describes not the con-
tents of the records, but the characteristics
of the activity that generated them. This
activity is a property of the agency that cre-
ated the records, not of the records them-
selves, but is being assigned to record series
descriptions in the absence of office/activ-
ity of origin authority records. Employing
sphere of activity and process terminology
enables a researcher to cut across jurisdic-
tional boundaries and structural accidents
to identify commonalities of human action
in state governments over time. Such a de-
scriptive language for documented activi-
ties makes it possible for the reference
archivist to fulfill the obligation to identify
evidence of activity, to locate documenta-
tion of accountability, directly rather than
through circuitous inferences.

The creation of agency history records
with such functions identified gives the ar-
chivist an information resource needed as
much by those in managing the organiza-
tion on a daily basis as by archival re-
searchers. With it, the archivist is potentially
invested with the power of an information
manager, responsible for and able to pro-
vide information on the current missions,
objectives and activities of the institution.7

Second, the SSP is exploring the poten-
tial of sharing data on records scheduling
between jurisdictions. In phase one of the
project, they implemented this without a
common record series or form of material
authority file, but such a file is planned for
the phase of the project proposed to begin
in late 1988. The project, providing a way
for archives to link their own records,
whether in-house or scheduled, to their own
schedules, is exploring the viability of ge-

neric records descriptions. All that is re-
quired to make the generic schedules into
authorities for form of material is to exter-
nalize the retention directives (which are
particular to each state) and provide a scope
note within the records description for di-
vergences from the authority. In this way,
it is hoped that each state could exploit a
set of common county, court, state, and
federal records series descriptions as the
basis for retention determinations, giving
specific access by series titles or form of
material for researchers and providing the
basis for joint appraisal and cooperative ac-
quisition decisions. Without such authority
terminology, searches for similar materials
will lack precision, and cooperative ap-
praisal projects will involve unacceptable
overheads or require great faith in the fi-
nesse of search strategies.8

Third, SSP has been exploring the agency
history record. Because the experiment being
undertaken by the SSP is constrained to op-
erate within the current bibliocentric sys-
tem, it is creating these records as pseudo-
bibliographic records within RLIN, so it
must be imagined what a provenance-cen-
tered government records control system
might look like. What is more interesting
for the longer term is whether RLIN will
be able to implement agency history rec-
ords as full partners in a bibliographic rec-
ords database, so that the center depends
upon the users' view.

Last, the SSP is exploring the full use of
action field 583, which permits archives to
treat the lifecycle of the records as integral
to their intellectual control, not merely as
a matter of housekeeping, which is how
circulation or acquisitions data is viewed
by librarians. The RLIN implementation of
these fields is the fullest expression of their

7David Bearman and Richard Lytle, "The Power
of the Principle of Provenance," Archivaria 21 (Win-
ter 1985/6): 14-27.

8David Bearman, "Authority Control: Issues &
Prospects," unpublished paper presented at the So-
ciety of American Archivists annual meeting 2 Oc-
tober 1988.
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potential yet.9 For a variety of political as
well as technical reasons, it is important
that the state archives employ these fields
as fully as they can. In the long run, the
benefits of archival networks may lie as
much in cooperation in storage, conserva-
tion and distribution of documentation as
in exchange of information for reference.

Each of these uses the SSP is making of
the RLIN network was specifically sug-
gested five years ago in working papers of
the National Information System Task Force:

The lesson which archivists have drawn
from library practice, that archives can-
not benefit from inter-institutional infor-
mation exchange because their holdings
are unique, is unwarranted. The proper
lesson is that archivists will benefit from
the exchange of archival authority data
just as librarians have from the exchange
of library authority data.10

Archivists are urged in that paper to pur-
sue the potential of corporate history and
form of material authority files. The sug-
gestions for corporate history files with
function vocabularies as access points have
been followed by the SSP project and the
results are gratifying especially now that it
appears the National Archives will join in
the effort using the same vocabulary.
Everyone will benefit from the effort when
it is fully analyzed. The attempt to exploit
the commonality of forms of material across
modern bureaucracies has departed some-
what from the approach anticipated in 1982:

The obvious potential implied by this
similarity for modeling retention sched-
ules from similar environments has not
been lost on records managers who reg-

9 A radical implementation of the concept, adding
procedural control to the actions, has been imple-
mented on a local system, Collection, sold by Vernon
Systems, a New Zealand based museum automation
firm.

10Bearman, I. "Alternative Models," NISTF
Working Paper # 1 , 13.

ularly consult record schedules from other
jurisdictions in compiling their own re-
tention regulations, but its potential for
archival appraisal has been less appre-
ciated. . . . The similarity of such rec-
ords from one environment to the next
makes selective retention a tool for sam-
pling such records of a particular sort. .
. . One state could choose to keep phy-
sicians licenses for the first year of every
decade, knowing that neighboring states
are retaining such records for the third,
fifth, seventh and ninth years of each
decade without any real loss of infor-
mational value if definitions of, and in-
formation about retention policies for,
forms of material were shared between
similar institutions.11

In 1983 it was recommended that the
states and the National Archives examine
the potential of form of material control,
especially to test the applicability of the
combined use of form-of-material and
function to identify duplicative documen-
tation of federally funded, state-adminis-
tered, post-1960 social programs, which
have contributed vast quantities of docu-
mentation to the national records store-
houses and which will be the leading
candidates for statistical sampling and co-
operative appraisal projects for the next
decade.12 The second phase of the SSP,
scheduled to begin in December 1988 with
particiption of seventeen states and the fed-
eral government, will test scheduling driven
by form-of-material authority control. This
has the potential of facilitating shared ap-
praisal in addition to providing one addi-
tional, and important, form of intellectual
access.

B. Implications of a Multiple Peer File
Database. The most radical aspect of what

"Bearman, II. "Opportunities and Requirements,"
NISTF Working Paper #2 , 26.

12Bearman, "Problems, Policies & Prospects,"
NISTF Working Paper # 1 , 89-106.
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SSP participants are doing is what they are
not doing—they are not practicing how to
use a convention established in the ab-
stract, but rather are trying through practice
to evolve conventions that will be pre-
sented to the archives community. If these
conventions can exploit the potential of
bibliographic networks, they will be pre-
sented by archivists to the library biblio-
graphic community.

If archivists were simply going off in their
own directions after a couple of years as
junior partners in library bibliographic net-
works, it would hardly be worthy of note.
But they aren't. Nor are they following li-
braries blindly. The SSP illustrates that ar-
chivists are moving toward multiple peer
files in the bibliographic networks, a direc-
tion in which many librarians are rapidly
realizing it is essential for them to move as
well. As such, the developments in the ar-
chives community are now of interest not
only to archivists, and to RLG, which is
assisting its realization, but also to librar-
ians.13 Libraries, especially the university
libraries, are increasingly the hub of an in-
formation distribution network in which
electronic databases, including the library
catalog as a database, play a growing role.
This is forcing them to consider the rela-
tionship between information from other
sources, information from other sources,
information that the library can readily ac-
quire, and information about the holdings
of the library.

If the library catalog is a database among
others, new research opportunities are cre-
ated that in turn threaten its privileged po-
sition. For instance, in a world of
biographical databases, it is possible to
conduct research about groups of individ-
uals and use the results of such studies to
generate a query to the bibliographic da-

tabase for background citations, while in
the universe of bibliographic databases and
name authority files, it was not possible to
conduct any significant research about per-
sons (except perhaps acquiring a subset by
dates), and so the bibliographic file re-
mained primary.

As librarians have come to recognize,
maintenance of authority files is time con-
suming and very expensive. But one man's
authority file is another man's database
proper, so if architectures can be designed
that do not require any given file to occupy
a privileged position, the value of each file
can be exploited with respect to every other
file. This will make possible the construc-
tion of cultural databases that will support
education in the future, not by the catalog-
ing of every item, but by importing data
from disciplinary authority sources and or-
ganizing it in databases that serve broad
cultural information ends. The issue is not
whether the networks can afford to mount
such reference databases, but whether li-
brarians can continue to afford networks
that require them to make all authority files
de novo. Put this way, the recognition by
archivists that such databases will have to
be brought into the environment of archival
descriptions in order to enrich them and
provide access to the descriptions, should
attract library attention.

OCLC, which has just formed a new
Electronic Publishing and Information De-
livery Division, and RLG, are already
moving to make themselves into general
information utilities and gateways into yet
broader information networks.14 Data-
bases, such as the Eighteenth-Century Short
Title Catalogue or the Avery Art Index,
which will not be mounted on commercial
on-line services, are finding homes within
the bibliographic networks. Efforts to link

"Carol A. Mandel, Multiple Thesauri in Online
Library Bibliographic Systems. A Report Prepared for
the Library of Congress Processing Services (Wash-
ington, DC: Library of Congress, 1987).

14OCLC, Campus of the Future (Dublin OH, OCLC,
March 1987). Also, see the report of an analogous
RLG meeting in RLG News, April 1987.
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these files are being actively pursued; a re-
search project underway at RLG is exam-
ining geo-referents as a method of linking
files, which has long been one of the more
problematic and enticing potential connec-
tions between databases and is one that is
critical in scientific, social scientific, and
humanistic research. Databases, such as the
Art and Architecture Thesaurus, that can
serve as bridges between other files are being
put into place on the networks, and mech-
anisms for pointing to them as the authority
sources within bibliographic records have
been adopted.

If the library databases of the future will
contain numerous files built by different
disciplines and inter-related along links made
by one serving as an "authority" to the
next to form a semi-coherent whole, they
might support the needs of archives. Be-
cause of the costs of authority files, and the
effort that goes into them, I have urged
state archives to begin now to devote ef-
forts to acquiring databases on the func-
tions of state agencies, the finances of state
government, the rulings of state courts, and
the events of state history. Acquiring does
not necessarily mean creating. If archivists
are clever, they may be able to avoid mak-
ing their own authority files altogether.

For example, state archivists are well
aware that official publications and news-
papers are critical sources of information
about state history that librarians are will-
ing to catalog using traditional serials con-
trol approaches. Why not let them? Because
state archivists are aware that the acts of
state legislatures and courts are being in-
dexed in great detail and are available
through electronic service bureaus, why
aren't they planning to integrate such in-
formation into archival finding systems?
State archivists are aware that guide to the
functions of state agencies, their bureaus,
and other state controlled or funded entities
are needed by the legislature and executive
of state government. If others are making

them already, then archivists need to link
to these databases.

An opportunity is being squandered by
the National Archives, which, as the agency
responsible for issuing the Federal Register
every day, is creating a database of the mis-
sions, functions, and activities of its parent
jurisdiction, but not using it as an authority
file.15 How many other archives create, or
could easily obtain, data about their parent
institutions that could be similarly em-
ployed? It is critical for archivists, if they
are to survive as providers of information
services within their own institutions and
as a profession, to address how they can
structure such databases for the purposes
of locating activity by sphere and process.

In seeking to populate the information
environment in which descriptions of rec-
ords will thrive and take on meaning, ar-
chivists need to adopt a new, proactive,
strategy. They need to identify the kinds of
information and files that are needed and
to canvass their own organizations to iden-
tify others who might already be making
such a product (and need only make modest
changes to it to meet the needs of the ar-
chives). If others are not making these files,
then government archivists need to "sell"
the value of the information product to state
or federal legislatures or literally to sell the
idea to commercial distributors—if possi-
ble, it is always preferable to get someone
else to make what is needed!

To interest commercial information serv-
ices in making some of these databases isn't
impossible, but it will require some coor-
dinated effort on the part of the states.
Commercial information services are beg-
ging to be given greater access to state rec-
ords in order to make (and sell) just the
sorts of information products the state ar-

l5David Bearman, "The National Archives & Rec-
ords Service: Policy Choices for the Next Five Years,"
NARS Assembly Presentation, 15 December 1981.
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chives need.16 But it is in the nature of their
markets that they cannot find a way to sell
a product (for example regulations regard-
ing records retention or a functional index
to state governments) that is limited in scope
to one or a handful of states. Commercial
information vendors are finding that many
states erect barriers to their access to the
information that would make up such prod-
ucts because state governments have not
yet realized they would benefit from pri-
vate information distributors creating value-
added products from state information
sources. The states need to realize that pur-
chasing them from commercial services
(which has the added value of generating
jobs and taxes for the state) would probably
not be as expensive as making them in-
house. After all, the commercial publishers
are spreading their costs over a broader
market. Archivists could play a role within
their respective states in making state in-
formation accessible to value-added resell-
ers, and in the process do themselves a favor.

On the other side of this equation, co-
operation between the state archives could
also have benefits. Existing information
products are not being exploited as well as
they could because of the complexity of
negotiating arrangements for their use by
any one archives. How many state archives
or historical societies have made arrange-
ments with Marquis Who's Who to provide
biographical information (including loca-
tions of personal papers) to the dozens of
Who's Who publications produced from
Marquis databases in return for electronic
biographical files on state personages? How
many state archives are engaged in discus-
sions with the U.S. Census Bureau and
commercial publishers planning the release
of 1990 census data on CD-ROM to assure

"•Peter Marx, "State Public Records: Database
Goldmine or Landmine?" Information Times (April
1987): 21, 28.

that this information will be structured in
such a way as to facilitate integrated access
to archival holdings through this vast elec-
tronic information resource?

Here archives are again touching an area
of concern that has the potential of allying
them closely with the libraries. Not only
are these same issues confronting librar-
ians, but as the very concepts of published
and unpublished are dissolving in the elec-
tronic age, database access, which doesn't
respect that boundary, becomes the central
question. As access to information replaces
collections as a professional concern, ar-
chives and libraries will come to see the
databases they construct concerning their
holdings as tools for tying together other
resources, and as knowledge bases, made
powerful by the conceptual genius brought
to their design and by the power of the
languages forged to connect them with rel-
evant information from other sources.

III. Foundations and Futures

At this moment in the history of archival
automation, two agendas compete for at-
tention. The first is to make it work. Proj-
ects like the SSP have advanced it far along
this path already. If such projects report
their findings, archivists will be well po-
sitioned to develop solutions. The second
agenda is to realize a dream, a vision of an
information future in which archives have
a role far beyond that which they play to-
day and in which archival knowledge bases
are, indeed, the cultural memory and its
most valued heritage.

The incorporation of archival control
within the family of MARC formats was
explicitly undertaken as a step toward the
incorporation of museum artifacts.17 Li-

"Discussions the author had with Henriette Avram
at the Library of Congress early in 1980 prior to em-
barking on the MARC AMC format explicitly intro-
duced museums as did much subsequent work on the
format itself.
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brary of Congress staff were keenly aware
of the inadequacy of the format for pho-
tographic material in 1982-83 and had al-
ready launched the review that subsequently
gave birth to a new format for visual re-
sources, since modified (inadequately, but
it's a start) to accommodate three dimen-
sional materials. This expansion of the scope
of the formats is continuing and will even-
tually lead to the acceptance of MARC as
a communications vehicle for object col-
lections, because libraries (and archives)
hold such materials and the pressures for
an integrated catalog will once again come
into play. The demand in higher education
for cultural databases that cross disciplines
and media is insatiable.

But the cultural information systems that
will temporarily slake the thirst of univer-
sities cannot consist simply of document
and object surrogates, representations of
information-laden holdings; they must con-
sist of the things themselves. Thus, images
will need to be carried along with their de-
scriptions, texts along with their catalog-
ing, and data files along with the
descriptions. Such multimedia information
bases will make it possible to listen to a
speech and read the notes for it or watch a
politician approach a crowd and see the next
day's news analysis juxtaposed to the pol-
itician's diary entry.18

The number of archival and museum ob-
jects of interest to scholars is vast. No in-
stitution can possess them all, because the
items in museums and archives are unique.
Therefore, scholars need to travel widely
in order to conduct research or find mate-
rials with which to teach. Digital data stor-
age and telecommunications, the same
technological developments which have
fueled the information explosion of the past

i8The user driven association of such multimedia
objects from diverse sources still poses some intract-
able problems, but image and data bases with concrete
audiences are being developed at numerous universi-
ties with impressive results.

two decades, provide a potential relief from
this burden: new ways to distribute infor-
mation widely. This distribution is not only
applicable to the document surrogate, or
catalog record, but to the information con-
tents (including images and sounds) of the
evidence itself. Archives and museums could
benefit from this distribution even more than
libraries, precisely because of their reluct-
ance to circulate unique holdings or even
to make them available for browsing.

The tremendous volume of the materials
provides the incentive for highly discrimi-
nating retrieval capabilities and mecha-
nisms to rapidly distinguish materials needed
from those that are provided in error. This
is one of the reasons for using multiple in-
terdependent reference files as authorities,
but it is also an impetus for libraries to
move beyond traditional bibliographic ref-
erences to full text, and for museums and
archives to capture their images, and even
texts, of their holdings.

The potential of such sound, image, and
text bases to transform higher education has
been recognized for some time, and now
that a technology in which one can develop
hypermedia learning materials is available,
many university educators are working on
programs to allow students to travel inde-
pendently through our cultural heritage. One
substantial barrier, at the moment, is that
the necessary image, sound, and text bases
are not available. The means for providing
them is, of course, resident in the libraries,
archives, and museums. Those institutions
that find a way to store and transmit the
information contents of their holdings to
these potential users will reach an audience
and exert an influence much larger than any
they have previously had.

While these kinds of databases may seem
distant the technical barriers are fast be-
coming trivial. Storage costs, which have
declined by a factor of three in the past
decade, tumbled another order of magni-
tude in the last two years. Transmission
bandwidths too expensive to imagine five
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years ago are now routinely available in
over supply due to optic fiber installation.
Images available with an art or museum
catalog no longer are novelties;19 in a few
years they will simply be assumed. Sound
recordings are being digitized for preser-
vation purposes anyway and soon will be
integrated.20 More than a quarter of all text
information is now created in machine-
readable form and intelligent scanning de-
vices are making it possible to capture other
text with ever decreasing effort. Significant
hurdles must still be overcome to use these
multimedia bases intelligently if they are
created, but the desire for them is stong and
the pressure to incorporate archival and
museum information into library/informa-
tion services is overwhelming.

There is no reason to stop with higher
education; secondary schools and the

"David Bearman, "Museum Automation at the
AAM," Archival Informatics Newsletter 1 no. 2
(Summer 1987): 2-4.

20Jeremy Silver and Lloyd Stickells, "Preserving
Sound Recordings at the British Library National Sound
Archive," Library Conservation News 13 (October
1986): 1-3.

general public have as great a use, and need
for, access to the cultural knowledgebase.
Delivery vehicles, in the form of cable tel-
evision systems and fiber optic telecom-
munications networks, are already installed.
The challenge of the next century will be
to transform archives from repositories to
intermediaries.21 Archivists must ask how
they can best position their institution to
deliver information in all its richness to the
citizens of tomorrow who may then learn
from, and work with, archives as a primary
cultural resource. Information delivery be-
gins with the reexamination of finding tools
and access points, but it doesn't end until
the information itself is provided directly
to patrons, in their own intellectual frame-
work, on their own terms, and wherever
they may be.

2lStewart Brand, The Media Lab: Inventing the Fu-
ture at MIT (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1985).
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