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To talk about the origin and development of a concept means to trace the rise and progres- 
sive evolution of an idea which includes all that is characteristically associated with or 
suggested by a term. The term in question is "archival description." The word "descrip- 
tion" comes from Latin descriptio, meaning copy, design, trace, delimitation or clas- 
sification. The Latin noun descriptio comes in turn from the verb describere, meaning 
to transcribe, copy, narrate, define, distribute, assign to classes. Etymologically, descri- 
bere derives from the preposition de and the verb scribere, meaning "to write about." 
Thus, the term "archival description" literally means writing about archival material, 
and embraces the ideas of representation, identification and organization. 

The questions which this article attempts to answer are: (1) What is characteristically 
associated with the term "archival description," that is, what does the concept of archival 
description involve? (2) When did the concept originate? (3) How did it evolve? An anal- 
ysis of the international archival literature which, from the seventeenth century to the 
present day, directly or indirectly deals with archival description reveals that the issue 
of what the concept of archival description involves was non-existent until the 1980s, 
and that the term was not even defined until the 1970s.' The first such definition can 
be found in the Society of American Archivists (SAA) glossary of 1974. According to 
it, description is "the process of establishing intellectual control over holdings through 
the preparation of finding aids. " 2  The SAA Working Group on Standards for Archival 
Description criticized this definition in 1989 on the grounds that it had a "narrow, product- 
oriented focus"; the Working Group favoured a later definition, provided by David Gracy, 
which "asserts that the underlying purpose of an effective archival descriptive program 
is to establish physical, administrative, and intellectual control" over archival  material^.^ 
However, after having supported a goal-oriented focus in defining archival description, 
the Working Group itself chose for its own definition a process-oriented focus which 
makes indirect reference to purposes and no reference to products: "Archival descrip- 
tion is the process of capturing, collating, analyzing, and organizing any information 
that serves to identify, manage, locate, and interpret the holdings of archival institutions 
and explain the context and records systems from which those holdings were selected. "4 

One year later, Fredric Miller adopted a definition of description that was 
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likewise process- and content-oriented, and made a very implicit reference to purposes 
while no reference to products: "Archival description is the process of capturing, col- 
lating, analyzing, controlling, exchanging, and providing access to information about 
1) the origin, context, and provenance of different sets of records, 2) their filing struc- 
ture, 3) their form and content, 4) their relationship with other records, and 5) the ways 
in which they can be found and used."5 

It would seem that everything which could be characteristically associated with the 
idea of description has been addressed by one or the other of the above definitions, namely, 
(I) a process of analysis, identification and organization; (2) purposes of control, retrieval 
and access; and (3) a final product which illustrates archival material, its provenancial 
and documentary context, its interrelationships and the ways it can be identified and 
used. However, it is necessary to include yet another definition in order to complete 
the spectrum; this was, in the intention of its author the Canadian Working Group on 
Archival Descriptive Standards, a "preliminary" working definition: "Description is 
a major function in the processing of archival material, and the products of this function 
are finding aids of various sorts which give administrators control over their holdings 
and enable users and archivists to find information about particular topics. "6 This archival 
context-oriented definition, which makes direct reference to the products and purposes 
of description but no reference to process and content, is nevertheless very useful not 
only because it completes the panorama of all the ideas which modern archivists associ- 
ate with description, but also because it provides an avenue of investigation into the past 
by provoking the question, "Has description always been a major function in the process- 
ing of archival material?" Given the absence of direct sources of information on the 
subject, the present attempt to answer this question will be based on the types of descriptive 
records created over the centuries; on the archival, juridical and historical contexts in 
which they were created; and on the descriptive methodologies and practices proposed 
by archival theorists at various times. 

The most ancient known remains of archival description is a repertory of documents 
on clay tablets found in a private archives of Nuzi (Yorgan Tepe) in Assyria and dated 
1500 BC.' Why and for whom did ancient civilizations compile repertories? It is known 
that archives were preserved only for the administrative use of their creators, that they 
were preserved by their creators, and that documents were retrieved on the basis of their 
physical arrangement, which was primarily by subject and secondarily by year.8 There- 
fore, the purpose of description was neither to guide users in their research, nor to acquire 
control over different archival groups, nor to make the retrieval of documents easier 
for the archivist. Moreover, it is known that in ancient Mesopotamia there was no con- 
cept of public trust and credit, as in Greece and Rome; thus, description did not have 
an authenticating purpose. Probably, the reasons for compiling repertories were to 
preclude the direct consultation of the documents, and to take and keep stock of the con- 
tent of the archives in case of sudden dislocation due to war, fire, etc. 

In ancient Greece and Rome, description was unknown, other than in the original mean- 
ing of the term: copying. Documents were copied either by users or by scribes for external 
consultation, and were retrieved on the basis of their physical arrangement and form. 
As a matter of fact, description, even in its simple meaning of "writing about records," 
was not an archival activity until the rise of municipal autonomy in the twelfth century, 
that is, until there was a need to study precedents, document rights and defend the interests 
of the city against the central power. Inventories compiled between the twelfth and fifteenth 
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centuries in the city-states of the Italian peninsula had the primary purpose of providing 
evidence of the existence of the documents, in connection with which they were pub- 
licly read in the general council of the city; their secondary purpose was to take stock 
of the material preserved for the benefit of successor custodians. The documents were 
usually listed item by item and according to their physical arrangement, cabinet by 
~ a b i n e t . ~  

In the thirteenth-century kingdom of Naples and the fourteenth-century Duchy of Savoy, 
the compilation of inventories became one of the expressly regulated duties of the 
archivanus. The documents transferred by each creating office had to be kept in a separate 
cabinet and listed according to their physical arrangement, which today would be called 
a guide. The purpose of these guides was both juridical (to provide evidence of the exis- 
tence of the documents) and administrative (to maintain control over the holdings, and 
facilitate retrieval of the documents needed to carry out the b u s i n e ~ s ) . ~ ~  

This concept of description continued through the time of the absolute monarchies, 
when archives were secret and inaccessible, and the compilation of indexes and cross- 
referencing tools was usually associated with it." The reason for this intense descrip- 
tive activity was that the archives of the great monarchies might be considered the first 
archives of concentration, in the sense that they preserved material created since the 
early Middle Ages by all preceding as well as current sovereign powers and their offices. 
The need for physical and administrative control was keenly felt, not only for the pur- 
pose of effective retrieval, an operation which was conducted mainly on the basis of 
location lists and the physical arrangement of the records themselves, but also for guaran- 
teeing that the archival repository sewed its function of "perpetual memory." Perpetual 
memory is a juridical concept according to which the documents preserved in an archives 
are authentic and permanent evidence of past actions. This idea governed every archival 
endeavour until the eighteenth century, and was the main reason for the preservation 
as well as for the description of archival material. l 2  

All of the above shows that archival description was not part of processing, which 
instead focused on an arrangement respecting the natural aggregation of the documents 
in dossiers, series and fonds, and ended with the physical location of the material in 
storage. This situation remained stable until the end of the nineteenth century, when 
description and arrangement became one integrated operation. However, long before 
then, in the second half of the eighteenth century, the relationship between arrangement 
and description changed drastically due to the development of scientific history and to 
the increasing use of archives for cultural purposes. 

The use of archives for historical research was rather common already in the late 
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Evidence of this, besides the frequent citations 
of archival documents found in works of that period, are documents such as the sixteenth- 
century "register of attendance of scholars visiting the archives" of Siena.13 However, 
the administrative reforms that took place during the Enlightenment determined the closure 
of the fonds created by previous offices, and caused a separation between the records- 
creating offices and the archives, the result of which was that the archives, containing 
only closed fonds, began to acquire a primary cultural function. Monarchs and lords, 
ecclesiastical and lay institutions, hospitals and charitable organizations with a long and 
prestigious history wished to enhance the value of their archives by making them easily 
exploitable by scholars. Therefore, historians were hired as archivists to produce 
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descriptive documents that, besides accomplishing their traditional purposes, could guide 
the researchers towards the most interesting documents. As a consequence, archivists 
began to devise methods of arrangement which reflected the order in which the material 
had to be presented in the finding aids. The pattern of arrangement, aimed at facilitating 
historical studies, was sometimes chronological but mostly by subject, in harmony with 
the rationalistic and classificatory mindset of the eighteenth century, which reflected the 
spirit of the Enlightenment and the En~yclopkdie.'~ Thus, description became strictly 
linked to arrangement and, intellectually, began both to precede and to determine physi- 
cal arrangement in the processing of archival material. The documents were described 
item by item, and the most important were abstracted, so that their description often 
served as a "surrogate" for the documents themselves. The idea of the organic adminis- 
trative unity of the individual fonds, which, if not explicitly formulated, had been deci- 
sive in the preservation of archives through the millennia, was completely obscured by 
that of universal classification. The scope of the finding aid, moreover, was not the 
archival fonds but either specific miscellanea assembled together by form (such as the 
collections of diplomas, which can be found in most European archives) or by subject, 
or the entire holdings of the archives.15 

The reaction to this situation found expression in the nineteenth century, in the legis- 
lative prescription of the principle of respect des fonds in Naples in 1812, the Grand 
Duchy of Tuscany in 1822, the Papal State in 1839 and France in 1840; and in the theo- 
retical formulation of the principle of respect for original order by Francesco Bonaini 
in the Grand Duchy of Tuscany in 1869 and by Max Lehmann in Germany in 1882.16 
Of course, these new ideas were easier to formulate and prescribe in theory than to apply 
in practice. In fact, after almost a century of furious classifying, fonds had been dis- 
membered, administrative and documentary context lost, and even items such as volumes 
and registers had been taken apart and individual pages included in subject miscellanea. 
Archivists were presented with a two-fold problem: (1) the material had been cited in 
published works according to its classification by subject; and (2) even if the original 
order of most of the material could be reconstructed, this could not be done for all the 
material, and those records the administrative and documentary context of which was 
not identifiable would have constituted large miscellanea similar to orphanages. There- 
fore, the idea of physically rearranging the material was abandoned on the basis of an 
old proverb conveniently elevated to principle, quieta nun movere ('do not move that 
which is still'), and description began to be used as a means of showing the original 
order of the material. Thus, physical arrangement became quite distinct from intellec- 
tual arrangement, and the two activities of intellectual arrangement and description con- 
verged into a unified undertaking in which the former was de facto preceded by the lat- 
ter. In fact, in order to reconstruct the original archival groupings, the documents 
comprising the various miscellanies had to be first described according to their physical 
order, or disorder, and then, as far as possible, rearranged on paper.'' This rearrange- 
ment often went much beyond an attribution of each document to a series and a fonds. 
Because of the frequent territorial, and therefore jurisdictional and administrative, changes 
which had characterized the history of Europe, documents could often be attributed to 
more than one series and fonds. Theorists of those times agreed on the fact that docu- 
ments had to be assigned to the last group in which they played an active part, but saw 
in description and intellectual arrangement a means of showing the vicissitudes of their 
active life. Sometimes, when documents could not be attributed to a specific creator, 
they were linked to a function, which over time had been the responsibility of a number of 
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creators, which were simply listed. This history of records became an integral pan of 
European inventories at the beginning of the twentieth century, and accompanied the 
history of the offices which had contributed to their creation. The reason why the historical 
introduction became a necessary component of inventories only relatively recently is 
that, until the beginning of this century, inventories which were not published were con- 
sidered internal documents to be consulted only by the archivist, who had to conduct 
the research for the scholar by using the knowledge acquired in the process of descrip- 
tion. Published inventories were really general guides to the holdings of the archives, 
and therefore did not require such an introdu~tion.'~ 

It would seem that when new material began to be regularly transferred to archives, 
at the beginning of the twentieth century, adherence to the principles of respect des fonds 
and original order would have restored the old situation in which processing consisted 
of storing the documents in the same order in which they had been accumulated by their 
creator, retrieval was based on location lists and perhaps indexes, and description was 
only done to account for the holdings. This did not happen, however, for two reasons: 
firstly, archivists were now dealing with open and quite voluminous fonds; secondly, 
the general public, rather than the creator and a few specialist scholars, began to use 
archival material. These two factors determined a further development of the concept 
of description. 

To maintain the original physical arrangement of an open fonds implies the ability 
to forecast how large that fonds will be by the time the creating office is defunct and 
to conserve enough empty space to store all its records. Besides, given the continuous 
partial transfer of material from the creating office to the archives, the whole fonds never 
exists in the custody of the creator, and thus there is no original physical order for the 
entire fonds. This implies that the principles of respect des fonds and original order can 
be observed only intellectually, that is, by means of description. Thus, description neither 
precedes physical or intellectual arrangement any more, nor does it treat the documents 
separately from their contextual relationships, but begins to act as a "representation," 
rather than a surrogate, of the material in its intellectual order; description becomes one 
with arrangement.lg That is why, more and more frequently, the levels of arrangement 
proposed by archival theorists of this century seem rather to be levels of de~cr ip t ion .~~  
That is also why description has progressively lost the purposes of accounting for the 
holdings of the archival institution, facilitating physical retrieval of documents and provid- 
ing access to information. These purposes are now fulfilled by the compilation of acces- 
sion registers, location lists, indexes and all sorts of retrieval aids. The primary purpose 
of writing about the records has gradually become in Europe (and is beginning to become 
in North America) that of illuminating provenancial and contextual relationships. In Euro- 
pean literature, it is now quite frequent to find statements such as "the real inventory 
is the history of the creator, of the way in which it organized its memory, and of the 
inner relationships of its records. "21 In the North American literature about electronic 
records, moreover, we find parallel statements with respect to metadata or Information 
Resource Dictionary Systems.22 

These statements reveal another development in the concept of description, which is 
directly linked to the second factor mentioned above, namely, the use of archives by 
the general public. The increasing number of archives users, and their progressive 
differentiation as to purpose, background and method made it impractical for archivists 
both to conduct research for the researchers and to accommodate archival descriptions to 
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the needs of specific researchers. Thus, already in the 1930s in Europe, description began 
to be seen as a means for making the user independent of the archivist's specialized 
knowledge, and to be aimed primarily at compiling "instruments of research" for the 
user, not the archivist. Moreover, the description activity acquired a non-evaluative 
character as a consequence of the recognition that its products, in order to be useful 
for every kind of research, had to serve none in particular.23 Thus, all documents had 
to be described in equal depth, independently of their "importance" for one kind of 
research or another, and the descriptions had to emphasize context and function rather 
than content. The development of this idea virtually marked the end of "surrogate-like'' 
and research-oriented, as well as analytical descriptions, and the beginning of a new 
conceptual association of archival description with standards. 

From this very brief excursus it appears that the historical evolution of the concept 
of description is directly linked to two elements: (1) the relationship between archival 
material and its creator, and (2) the type of user of archival material. These elements 
have influenced the purpose of description, its process and products and its relationship 
with other archival activities. Thus, the purpose of description has gone from creating 
surrogates of the documents and providing an account of the holdings to serving soci- 
ety's perpetual memory and providing evidence of the existence of the records; from 
guiding scholarly research and determining the most useful arrangement of records to 
revealing the intellectual order of physically disordered or meaninglessly ordered material; 
and finally, from aiding the archivist in conducting research for the scholar to guiding 
any kind of user in herthis independent research through illuminating the contextual rela- 
tionships and the inner history of the records. The products of description have gone 
from analytical repertories and lists to guides and calendars, and from inventories by 
physical and intellectual form (or theme) to structural inventories. In the process, descrip- 
tion has changed its relationship with arrangement more than once, and has itself under- 
gone an internal fragmentation. The result of this fragmentation is that description proper 
(that is, the representation of the records in their contextual relationships) has been dis- 
tinguished and separated from the preparation - in both the records and the archives 
management context - of internal instruments of administrative, legal and physical con- 
trol, and from the creation - specifically in the archival context - of tools of retrieval, 
access and exploitation of the records by external users. Given the variety of descriptive 
instruments which result from these three activities (i.e., preservation of meaning, exercise 
of control, and provision of access), it is possible to say that, taken together, they mir- 
ror all the ideas that have been associated with the term "description" through the cen- 
turies. It is very possible that the new technologies and the records created will bring 
about both a reintegration of the three activities into a unified concept of description 
which has entirely absorbed arrangement, and the production of one principal, multipur- 
pose descriptive instrument. 

By studying the origin and development of the concept of archival description, the 
main question addressed here was whether description has always been a major archival 
function. The conclusion is that description has never been an archival function. Instead, 
it has been one of the means used to accomplish the only two permanent archival 
functions: (1) preservation (physical, moral and intellectual) and (2) communication 
of archival documents, that is, of the residue and evidence of societal actions and 
transactions. This is probably the reason why there is no universally recognized con- 
ceptualization of archival description, no steady progress in its use, and not even 
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linear development in its application. Description has been carried out or not carried 
out depending on specific needs and conditions, attitudes and requirements, and its 
products have consistently reflected the conceptions about archives held by the society 
of the time. 
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