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When asked to review this book, I was intrigued. As a museum curator, I have been struck by the growth of the discipline of museum studies, such that Ashgate’s Bibliography of Museum Studies (Knell, 1994) lists over 4000 entries, while the same publisher produced Grasping the World (Preziosi, D & Farago, C (2004) to introduce ‘the reader to the intense investigation of the modern European idea of the museum that has taken place over the last fifty years.’ I therefore hoped to get an insight into the thinking going on in a sibling profession and to discover whether both were on the same or different trajectories.
What are Archives? originated in the 2006 Society of Archives conference in Lancaster at which issues were discussed about the impact of the contemporary world on archives, archivists and archive users.  The focus of the resulting book is explicitly to encourage theoretical discussion about archives and highlights how discussions about the philosophy of archives have recently become popular. The editor, Louise Craven, argues that ‘to a profession which has long focused on the ‘how’, rather than the ‘why;’ of archival work’, this book is ‘trying to look forward and to adopt a wider perspective: looking at archives from the outside, rather than the inside’. This reminds me of Peter Vergo’s (1989) argument that traditional museology was ‘too much about museum methods and too little about the purpose of museums’. What are Archives? also closely resembles Vergo’s The New Museology in being a collection of commissioned papers setting out the future of a profession. Despite its subtitle, it is therefore not a ‘reader’, in the sense of being an anthology of widely-acknowledged significant papers, rather its strength lies in its polemic role. 
Divided into four sections, the book comprises nine papers. The first theme, ‘Continuity and Change in the Archival Paradigm’, consists of papers by Louise Craven, Andrew Prescott and Caroline Williams, discussing the traditional role of archives as official records, designed to support the business of a variety of organisations, in contrast to collections of personal papers. This ways in which researchers use both types of record in ways that the original depositors and archivists would not have imagined is discussed, leading Williams to argue that ‘making distinctions between their respective values can be taken too far’. The second theme, ‘The Impact of Technology’ consist of two papers. One, by Michael Moss, is the most avowedly theoretical contribution to the book, while the other, by Jane Stevenson discusses the many practical issues relating to information description and retrieval, emphasising the need for many new skills. Both highlight the relationship between archivists and archive users as one of never-ending change. As might be expected, discussion about the impact of ICT is not restricted to these two papers, but appears in most contributions.  For example, the third theme, ‘The Impact of Community Archives’ starts with a paper by Andrew Flinn who explores the impact of Internet-based movements and how to archive the activities of those on the margins, or opposing, the state. Andrew Prescott’s contribution also looks as those marginal to many official archives – exiles, but also considers archives that can themselves be seen as being in exile. As with museum collections, such archives can become the focus of repatriation claims: they also raise challenges for collections managers when trying to capture the complex custodial histories of collections that have been fragmented, re-formed and fought over. Andrea Johnson’s contribution opening the final theme ‘Archival Use and Users’, is based on her PhD research that studied information-seeking behaviours of digital archive users, including how expectations have been raised by ‘Google-like’ interfaces and the rapid results portrayed in the television programme Who Do You Think You Are? Fittingly, this theme, and the book, closes with a contribution by Gerard Collis that uses a wide variety of examples from archives and museums to emphasise the difficulties enshrined in restricting and enabling access.
Confirming my prejudice that museum studies is a generation ahead of archives in considering the issues discussed in this book, in her introduction Lousie Craven writes that ‘decades of research into critical aspects of the role of museums in society and the perception and use of museums by members of the public have established the museums sector in the UK at the forefront of knowledge and understanding of the country’s heritage. As a result, museum professionals have a great deal to tell the archival profession in the UK and archivists have a great deal to learn’. Likewise, it is striking that Ashgate’s museum reader (Preziosi & Farago, 2004) sells at almost half the price (£35) and consists of over 800 pages. Without considering quality, this at least reveals the existence of both many more published papers and a much larger expected readership. 

While at first sight this is gratifying for a museum curator, the relationship between museums and archives is far from the one-way story implied here. While museum studies has become a rich area of academic study, very few museum professionals are participating in the academic discipline. In contrast, most of the contributors to What are Archives? are current or recently practicing archive professionals. Is there a way in which this dichotomy can be avoided by archive studies? Likewise, one of the results of the focus on museum visitors and the learning that takes place in museums has been the concern, as expressed by Jane Glaister (former President of the Museums Association) that ‘too many museum collections are underused – not displayed, published, used for research or even understood by the institutions that care for them’. This is probably not an accusation that could be as easily levelled at archives, which have developed – and implemented – documentation standards that are the envy of those responsible for museum documentation. Can the development of a critical discipline of archive studies with a focus on users avoid such problems?

Instead, museums and archives have much to learn from each other. For example, the very recent exploration of Collections-Level Descriptions by museums is clearly following in the wake of archives, though the implementation of CLDs in museums is also drawing on postmodern thinking that emphasises the impossibility of straightforward hierarchical classification schemes. The result may be a model that can be further developed by archives as they come to terms with the increasingly complex needs of their users. What are Archives? is therefore an important marker in thinking about archives that will, I hope, encourage other people who care about archives and other collections to join the authors in debate and discussion. It is very unfortunate that, with only a hard-back edition selling for £60, this book will not achieve the readership it deserves. 
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