
Archives for Beginners

4. Describing

There would be little point in arranging your archive without then providing a description of it.  However much time and expertise there is available, making a descriptive list of the archival holdings is essential. The ideal archival description should give an accurate representation of the archives so that anyone using them (whether the curating archivist or a researcher) can discover if a document exists, locate it within the collection, and understand its context.
The nature of archival description
The depth and the detail of archival description can vary widely, from detailed calendars recording individual letters, to summary box-lists recording little more than the number of the box on the shelf and a brief title, for example, ‘Newsletters’.  To provide more detailed and generally more helpful description, it is necessary to consider all the archive in context. 
Context is among the features distinguishing archives from books, an otherwise similar information source. In an archive each unit is part of a linked relationship based on its origination, a hierarchy that is based on the processes of creation and use.  The recognition of this hierarchy is built into the process of arrangement and description.  It begins with the whole and then proceeds to the subcomponents of the whole, then sub-components of sub-components, down in some cases to individual items.  In general one proceeds from the central to the peripheral, then the general to specific and the earlier to later.
International Standard of Archival Description (General)

Description may seem rather daunting.  However, there is an excellent standard for archival description, the International Standard of Archival Description (General), or ISAD (G) for short.
It is the accepted professional standard but you do not need to be a professional to use it.   ISAD(G) is quite simple and following its principles will ensure a good description of your collection at whatever degree of detail.  ISAD(G) is flexible and the quantity of information matters less than its quality. 
The International Standard of Archival Description (General) is available online at http://www.icacds.org.uk/eng/ISAD(G).pdf
Elements of description
Describing archives is a matter of deciding what it is about the archives that needs to be recorded.  ISAD(G) breaks down the description of any archival unit into its logical parts.   It analyzes these parts and highlights the elements that may be present.   These elements are as follows: 
IDENTITY STATEMENT AREA            

Reference code(s)                

Title   
Creator               

Date(s) of creation                 

Extent and medium of the unit of description (quantity, bulk, or size) 
Level of description               
CONTEXT AREA

Name of creator(s)              

Administrative / Biographical history    

Archival history              


Immediate source of acquisition or transfer

CONTENT AND STRUCTURE AREA          

Scope and content          

Appraisal, destruction and scheduling information       

Accruals                  

System of arrangement             

CONDITIONS OF ACCESS AND USE AREA        

Conditions governing access             

Conditions governing reproduction          

Language/scripts of material         

Physical characteristics and technical requirements     

Finding aids              

ALLIED MATERIALS AREA             

Existence and location of originals        

Existence and location of copies     

Related units of description 

Publication note 

NOTES AREA  

DESCRIPTION CONTROL AREA

Archivist's Note 

Rules or Conventions 

Date(s) of descriptions

They need not be presented in a particular order, or separated into different fields, and they need not be made explicit.  In practice archivists do tend to use the ISAD(G) order and separate out the elements in accordance with it.  However, not all these elements are considered essential.
Essential elements
The six elements which are considered essential to archival description are given in the ISAD(G) Identity Statement Area. They are:
Reference. Any description should include a reference, often in the form of a code but it can be a name, which is a unique identifier for the unit being described.  The reference usually not only gives a unique identifier but usually is the principal way in which the hierarchical organisation of the arrangement is made clear.
Title. Unlike books, archival resources generally do not have given titles, and when they do, they can be misleading or inadequate. Archivists therefore usually supply titles, composing titles that uniquely and clearly identify the resource. This is particularly important for electronic descriptions which are being searched, rather than being browsed.
Creator.  Record the name and life-dates of the person or organisation predominantly responsible for the creation and assembly of the material.  Generally this only will need to be recorded once in relation to the whole archival group.
Date of creation. These are the dates when the documents in the unit being described were originally created or the date that an event or image was captured.
Extent of the unit of description.  This should be given in the most meaningful way; for example, five boxes, or two feet or 1 file.  In many cases this is only given once for the whole archival group.
Level of description. This is the most complex area for non-professionals to understand but it essential to understanding how to keep archives.
Levels of description

The idea of hierarchical relationship is key to understanding the archives and the connections between material.  Virtually every archive collection will be hierarchical and multi-level.

ISAD(G) therefore breaks down description into levels.  There are preferred terms for the levels, with technical definitions.  These are useful in thinking about the relationships within archives but very few collections will follow such a pattern precisely. 
Collection

the whole of the records created and/or accumulated and used by a particular person, family or corporate body in the course of the creator’s activities and functions, e.g. Barchester Synagogue
Section

a subdivision of a Collection containing a body of related records corresponding to subdivisions in the originating agency or to major chronological, functional or similar groupings of the material itself, e.g. The Barchester Hebrew Relief Society

Series

documents arranged in accordance with a filing system or maintained as a unit because they result from the same accumulation or activity; have a particular form; or because of another reason arising out of their creation, receipt or use, e.g. Barchester Hebrew Relief Society Accounts
File

an organized unit of documents grouped together either for use by the creator or in the process of archival arrangement, because they relate to the same subject, activity or transaction, e.g. Barchester Hebrew Relief Society correspondence with the Charity Commission regarding the accounts
Item

the smallest intellectually indivisible (not necessarily physically indivisible) archival unit, e.g., a letter, report, photograph, recording
These levels are flexible.  Each of the higher levels can have sub-levels: sub-sections and sub-series are common in descriptions of complex organisations.  But some archives groups are not that complex.  And some material does not require particularly detailed listing.
Multi-level rules
Descriptions composed in strict adherence to these rules would be cumbersome and repetitive.  So ISAD(G) offers four rules to govern multi-level description: 

1. Description should pass from the general to the specific

2. Information should be relevant to the level of description

3. Descriptions should be linked
4. Avoid repetition of information given at a higher level
The fourth rule needs to be clarified.  With many descriptive lists being composed and made available online, searching is supplementing, or replacing, browsing from a list of contents.  You may therefore find it useful to repeat title information to ensure that the Search process picks up all the relevant records.
All the levels from section to file can have sub-levels but only two levels are necessary: collection and item and it is in fact possible for a collection to comprise 1 item, in which case only one level of description is required.
Description in practice
The depth and sophistication of description will depend upon the nature of the material, the depth of the arrangement, time available, the detail required to make sense of an archival unit, and the expertise available.  As this implies, arranging and describing generally proceed together.  

However, arrangement and description can be time-intensive activities.  Given the limited staff time that may be available, it may not be possible to arrange material in depth and produce a detailed list as a one-off exercise.  In such a situation, they can be approached as a part of ongoing process whereby arrangement and description progress incrementally.
From a box list to a catalogue

Simple box list

	Box no.
	Title
	Description
	Dates
	Notes

	1-5
	Bristol and Somerset Methodist District
	Miscellaneous
	c1800-1980
	Includes some photographs

	6-7
	Glastonbury Wesleyan Methodist Church
	Correspondence files
	1895-1937
	


Boxes 1-5 in more detail
	Box no.
	Title
	Description
	Dates
	Notes

	1
	Bristol and Somerset Methodist District
	District meetings
	1845-1980
	Up to 1932 records of Wesleyan district only

	2
	Bristol and Somerset Methodist District
	Accounts and finance
	1820-1955
	

	3
	Bristol and Somerset Methodist District
	Correspondence files
	1895-1968
	Includes photographs of ministerial meetings 1938, 1949 

	4
	Mid Somerset Methodist Circuit
	Papers and correspondence
	1910-1979
	

	5
	South Somerset  Methodist Circuit
	Minutes of meetings, circuit plans
	1856-1978
	


Extract from contents of box 4, catalogued as B/Meth/5
B/ 
Non-Conformist archives
B/Meth 
Methodist: Records of the Bristol and Somerset District of the Methodist Church and its predecessors,  1820-1980


B/Meth/5 
Records of the Mid Somerset Methodist Circuit, 1910-1979 


B/Meth/5/12 
Correspondence on the amalgamation of Glastonbury and Castle Cary Methodist Circuits following the Methodist Union in 1934. 1934-1937
Contextual information

The six elements of the Identity Statement Area of ISAD(G) offer the bare bones necessary for description.  But is usually helpful to add some additional information.  Using ISAD(G)'s Context Area and the Content and Structure Area provide for the addition of an Administrative / Biographical history and Scope and content information.
Administrative / Biographical history 
This is to provide an account of the creator of the unit of description (whether a person, a family or an organisation) to place the material in context and make it better understood.  This is usually found at the collection level but can be useful at lower levels of description too.  

B/Meth/5/12/ 7
Letter from Rev. W.F. Smith on the future of the Glastonbury Methodist Circuit (formerly Wesleyan Methodist), 2 October 1935.
William Francis Smith (1898-1976) was appointed minister of Glastonbury Wesleyan Methodist Church in 1929.  He had moved on to ministry at Bridgwater in 1932 but continued to take an interest in his former ministry. 
Scope and content 
This provides information about the nature of the resource being described. This should allow potential users of the archive to judge the relevance of the unit of description to their research.  It may include information about the subject, form or intellectual characteristics of the records being described, the activity that generated the records, or the time period covered.
B/Meth/5 
Records of the Mid Somerset Methodist Circuit, 1910-1979

The circuit records are principally incoming letters received by the Superintendant Minister, Circuit Treasurer and other Circuit officers.  The bulk of the material dates from after the Methodist Union in 1934.  That prior to this date concerns the Wesleyan Methodist Church only.
Following the structure of ISAD(G) to divide out descriptive elements is a useful checklist, a way of ensuring necessary and useful information has been included, making it as easy as possible for anyone else to see what there is at a glance.  If your description will be available online, whether to staff or to researchers, it is important to remember that a search will often produce results where the context is not obvious.

