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EDITORIAL

I want to open this editorial with thanks to all readers and members for their patience as we 
bed down further systems and processes for publishing this and future issues of Archives 
and Manuscripts both online and in print.

In this issue, we see conversations about pushing boundaries in practice emerge, along with 
setting the scene for emerging scholarly and professional practices. In particular, I note that we 
are publishing the first scholarly article to use a Traditional Knowledge (TK) notice (Wilson 
& Barrowcliffe), something that is long awaited and that we will continue to refine and apply 
as the journal and TK systems grows. This issue also confirms what I hope to be an ongoing 
practice of practitioners sharing the experiences and reflections on their everyday work in 
what is a core profession for our society.

As Wilson and Barrowcliffe1 outline, the challenges of sharing TK through publication in 
scholarly sites such as Archives and Manuscripts also creates opportunities to push boundaries. 
Their article includes a TK notice and I encourage you to read and reflect on the meaning this 
labeling gives to what you are reading. As an Editor I have worked closely with the authors 
and the Local Contexts team at New York University to apply these emerging labels, and it 
has been a productive and educational process. Of note for me is the way the labels worked to 
unsettle and challenge assumptions through most parts of the scholarly publishing process, 
from review through to copyediting and typesetting, and how this becomes productive to the 
whole process.

Also in this issue, Shani Crumpen2 explores the role of Indigenous Data Governance in a 
community archives setting. Through the case study Crumpen traces the multiple sites and 
stakeholders in the community setting, and draws on her own experience and reflections to 
evaluate the role of Indigenous Data Governance and Sovereignty in this community setting. 
Crumpen finds that through realising Indigenous Data Governance there are opportunities 
to challenge institutional and other rigid frameworks, again encouraging boundaries to be 
shifted and renegotiated through archival practice.

Jennifer Douglas3 then takes on a little studied and discussed area of archival practice – that 
of donor relations, extending her work from the previous issue of Archives and Manuscripts 
to acknowledge and symbolise the importance relationships archivists develop with donors, 
often over extended periods of time, and the manifest role of grief  in these relationships. 
Similarly, Sarah Welland4 takes us to an area that is under-discussed in practice – that of the 
role of the expert user in the archive, and the perception of purpose in light of these users. 
For both Douglas and Welland, these stakeholders play active and engaged roles in archival 
practices, and their research brings these roles to the fore.

This issue includes three reflections from practitioners that are themed around the audiovi-
sual archive – Ben Pask’s5 reflection on working at the ABC News Libraries, Eva Samaras’s6 
work on visual effects archiving, and Theresa Cronk’s7 report on the ‘Music and the First 
World War’ project at the Australian War Memorial. These three articles give an insight into 
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the variety of work being done at national and international institutions that intersect with 
audiovisual records, and the importance of an experienced and committed workforce to sup-
port these unique and emerging records.

As we move slowly into a post-pandemic world and one where scholars and practitioners 
are more likely to be sharing spaces and networks again, I look forward to future special issues 
that bring these sometimes disparate groups together. Keep an eye out for an upcoming call 
for a special issue, and please continue to send through your thoughts and feedback on the 
journal.

Dr Jessie Lymn, Canberra, Australia
General Editor, Archives and Manuscripts
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ARTICLE

Realising Indigenous Data Governance: A Case Study of the 
Koori Resource and Information Centre Archives

Shani Crumpen*

Department of Social Enquiry, La Trobe University, Melbourne, Australia

Abstract

This paper presents research findings from a study exploring how Indigenous community 
archives realise Indigenous Data Governance (ID-GOV). It considers the development of the 
Koori Resource and Information Centre (KRIC) Archives in Shepparton, Victoria, as a case 
study. This study aimed to determine whether the KRIC Archiving Project realised a form of 
ID-GOV. It adopted an Indigenous methodological framework using a combination of data 
collection methods to generate a range of research data. This study found that the KRIC 
Archiving Project adapted Western archival frameworks and practices to create an archive 
of local Indigenous significance and history that was accessed, operated and managed under 
Indigenous direction. In this way, the Project advanced Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
self-determination and achieved a momentary emergence of ID-GOV.

Keywords: Indigenous community archives; Indigenous Data Governance; Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander; Self-determination.

The movement for Indigenous Data Sovereignty (ID-SOV) and Indigenous Data Gov-
ernance (ID-GOV) has emerged in response to poor data practices. Since colonisation, 
Indigenous lives have been heavily surveyed and documented in archival collections 

across Australia. Missing from these archives has been the inherent and undeniable voices of 
First Nations Australians regarding the collection, ownership, possession and management of 
data pertaining to their people, knowledge systems, way of life, lands and waters. An integral 
part of transforming the dominant discourse about current data development and manage-
ment practices and archiving protocols is the privileging of Indigenous knowledge and culture. 
Although the histories and experiences of Indigenous lives vary at regional and national levels, 
they share common narratives of resilience and resistance to colonialism and frameworks of 
white hegemony.1 This has seen the emergence of Indigenous community archives (ICAs), which 
adapt and transform rigid hegemonic structures to meet the specific needs of the community.

This paper is based on my study about the development of an ICA in an Australian context, 
focusing on the Koori Resource and Information Centre (KRIC) Archives in Shepparton, 

*Correspondence: Shani Crumpen, Email: shani.crumpen@unimelb.edu.au 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://dx.doi.org/10.37683/asa.v50.10213
mailto:shani.crumpen@unimelb.edu.au


Shani Crumpen

Archives & Manuscripts 2022, 50(2): 10213 - http://dx.doi.org/10.37683/asa.v50.102134

Victoria, as a case study.2 The research sought to determine whether this particular ICA 
achieved ID-GOV. Its methodological approach was shaped by an Indigenous research para-
digm to ensure that Indigenous perspectives and knowledge were foregrounded. A combina-
tion of data collection methods was used to produce a range of research data.

The term KRIC is applied in various ways throughout this article. Variants of  the term 
include ‘KRIC’ or the ‘KRIC office’, which refers to the community organisation; the 
‘KRIC Archives’, which refers to the community archive itself; and the ‘KRIC Archiving 
Project’, which refers to the management, sorting, cataloguing and preservation of  the 
archival material.

Indigenous community archives
ICAs are not a recent phenomenon. As Baker & Cantillon argue, works undertaken by 
Indigenous communities to reclaim, repatriate, create and govern their ‘memory, identity, 
knowledge, and culture pre-date … the community archive movement’.3 The community 
archive movement evolved around the mid-1970s and early 1980s in response to protests of 
antiwar, civil rights, and gay and feminist activists.4 The materials housed in ICAs comprise 
various types and forms of  records that relate broadly to their respective communities, peo-
ple, land and waters, histories, knowledge, language, and community organisations and ini-
tiatives.5 Moreover, ICAs provide a space that gives voice to marginalised communities who 
are often excluded, silenced, othered and subjugated in colonial accounts.6 In this regard, 
ICAs contest assumptions deemed as truths; challenge the ‘hegemony of  the nation-state’s 
imagined past and futures; and invoke a multiethnic cacophony of  voices that requires re-
consideration of  established knowledge production alike’.7 Furthermore, community-based 
archives enable community groups to determine the contents of  the repositories as needed 
and decided upon by their community.8 This can also signify control over the access to and 
use of  materials. With growing interest in ID-SOV and ID-GOV, Indigenous people can 
initiate, develop and engage with community archives on their own terms, which is essential 
to facilitate self-determination.9 By applying community archiving techniques, the desire to 
create histories that represent the experiences of  everyday marginalised people and groups 
makes hidden narratives visible.10 For example, repositories created by mainstream archives 
(e.g., galleries, libraries or universities, etc.) in partnership with ICAs are a means by which 
Indigenous communities can create and maintain archival systems that are inclusive and 
respectful of  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander protocols and needs.11 This article refers 
to ICAs as information and knowledge repositories that contain records of  significance to 
Indigenous community groups.

Indigenous data governance
ID-SOV and ID-GOV are part of a growing global movement and associated research that 
has emerged in response to poor and unjust data practices concerning the control, creation, 
collection and access to Indigenous knowledge.12 ID-SOV refers to the rights of Indigenous 
people to determine ‘the collection, use, and application of data about us, our lands, and 
cultures’,13 whilst ID-GOV refers to the ownership, access, generation and management of 
Indigenous data by Indigenous people and nations.14

ID-SOV is achieved through the exercise of ID-GOV.15 Indigenous communities practice 
ID-SOV through the interconnected processes of ID-GOV and data decolonisation.16 Decol-
onisation occurs through exposing, challenging and transforming the dominant hegemonic 
norms and values in data collection and management.17 This enables Indigenous communities 
and other data representatives to replace and repurpose Western data systems with Indigenous 
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frameworks and knowledge that ‘define data and inform how it is collected and used’.18 In this 
way, ID-GOV is informed by Indigenous ontology and epistemology, or Indigenous ways of 
knowing, doing and being, to control and manage community data practices.19

The practice of ID-GOV is encapsulated in the CARE Principles (Collective benefit, 
Authority to control, Responsibility and Ethics) developed with the support of the Global 
Indigenous Data Alliance (GIDA).20 These principles emerged from the efforts of ‘Te Mana 
Raraunga Maori Data Sovereignty Network, US Indigenous Data Sovereignty (ID-SOV) 
Network, Maiam Nayri Wingara Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Data Sovereignty Col-
lective, and numerous Indigenous people, nations, and communities’.21 The CARE principles 
aim to ensure that through ID-GOV First Nations, people are no longer alienated from the 
collection, management and use of Indigenous data. However, the extent to which Indigenous 
groups partake in the four processes varies globally.

Currently, four ID-SOV networks exist internationally: the First Nations Information Gov-
ernance Centre (FNIGC) in operation in Canada since 2010; Te Mana Raraunga, The Mâori 
Data Sovereignty launched in 2015; the United States Indigenous Data Sovereignty Network 
formed in 2016; and Maiam Nayri Wingara Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Data Sov-
ereignty Collective established in Australia in 2017.22 Following the Oñati workshop in July, 
GIDA was launched with contributions from the cofounders of these ID-SOV networks.23 

Importantly, GIDA considers that ‘global alliance is needed to advocate and advance a shared 
vision for ID-SOV’ (GIDA 2021) as UNDRIP alone is not sufficient to achieve this (for fur-
ther details, see the 2019 Oñati Indigenous Data Sovereignty Communique).24

In Australia, there is growing interest and advocacy to progress ID-SOV and ID-GOV. For 
example, in 2017, Maiam Nayri Wingara was initiated by Indigenous scholars to promote 
shared understandings and the development of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander data 
sovereignty principles and protocols.25 Guided by UNDRIP, Maiam Nayri Wingara actively 
encourages Indigenous Australians to engage in the data space using Australian ID-GOV pro-
tocols and principles to empower communities to accurately record their stories. The National 
Centre for Indigenous Genomics (NCIG), based at the Australian National University, exem-
plifies the progression of ID-SOV and ID-GOV in the Australian context. It was established 
in 2013 to house a vast collection of DNA blood samples of First Nations people from across 
Australia.26 With Indigenous-led decision-making and management of the data, NCIG uti-
lises genomic medicine to the benefit of First Nations Australians.27 It is evident, therefore, 
that ID-GOV enables Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to make appropriate deci-
sions that support local Indigenous communities to meet their needs and aspirations, espe-
cially in sustaining community archives.28

Research methodology
A case study approach was adopted to investigate the unique circumstances of the KRIC 
Archives. The value of using a case study approach lies in its insightful appreciation of the 
context and other complex conditions related to a given situation or ‘case’ through its use of 
multiple sources of evidence.29 In this way, it fits well with an Indigenous research paradigm, 
in which it can readily encompass Indigenous beliefs and ways of being.30 Understanding the 
ways in which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people make sense of the world, especially 
the complex connection between life, land and the cosmos, is a crucial component of Indige-
nous research.31 Indigenous worldviews differ greatly from ‘the dominant cultural worldview 
in Western society’ and consequently are often excluded from the Western research frame-
works.32 Even when Indigenous knowledge is acknowledged, it is often from a Eurocentric 
standpoint.33 An Indigenous paradigm and research methodology, however, allow First Na-
tions communities (and researchers) to ‘(re)present our worldviews from the basis from which 
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we live, learn and survive’ and reclaim control over Indigenous knowledge.34 Therefore, as a 
Torres Strait Islander researcher, I adopted Indigenous research methodology, first to give pre-
cedence to Indigenous frameworks and ways of knowing, being and doing. Second, to ensure 
that power in the research relationship is transferred from the researcher to the researched by 
advocating Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community agendas and interests.35 Consid-
ering the Traditional Owners on whose land this research was conducted, I aimed to system-
atically investigate the perspectives and opinions of the Aboriginal and other First Nations 
people living in the north-eastern region of Victoria. In doing so, I consulted with Kaiela 
Institute and their Algabonyah Data, Research and Evaluation Unit (ADREU) and obtained 
approval via an application process to conduct the study in a culturally safe manner.

In keeping with the case study approach, I used a combination of data collection meth-
ods to ensure a range of different types of research data.36 They included a small number 
of semi-structured in-depth interviews, archival material sourced from the KRIC Archives 
and my autoethnographic reflections. These methods ensured both Indigenous and Western 
knowledge were specifically investigated to generate a better understanding of KRIC’s data 
practices.37

The research data were analysed thematically using a colour coding system. By this means 
a specific colour was assigned to each and every theme identified in the interview, archival and 
autoethnographic data. The data were then analysed using the colour codes to identify recur-
ring themes. The synthesis of the data in this way enabled its interpretation as it presented 
insights and understanding of the ways KRIC realised ID-GOV.

Semi-structured interviews
Using convenience sampling, study participants were identified and recruited from a sample 
population of individuals involved in the KRIC Archives, either as part of the KRIC Ar-
chiving Project team or through the KRIC office. Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were 
conducted with each individual and guided by a set list of questions that asked participants to 
reflect on their own personal experience with KRIC and working in the KRIC Archives. The 
questions also inquired into the ways in which the Archives were meaningful to each partici-
pant, the significance of the Archives to the community and the participant’s familiarity with 
the concept of ID-GOV.

The interviewees comprised four of the original 10 members of the Archiving Project team 
employed in the KRIC Archives from 2006 to 2015. Each participant was given a project 
information statement sheet outlining the research project. It invited them to participate in 
an interview and advised them that all information collected would be treated anonymously 
and confidentially. Once they consented to being interviewed, participants were asked to sign 
a consent form prior to the interviews taking place. All interviews were digitally recorded 
using a voice recorder, transcribed with the assistance of transcription software and analysed 
thematically.

Analysis of archiving protocol and practices
In addition to interviews, materials held within the KRIC Archives were used as a sec-
ondary data set. Documents pertaining to archiving policies and practices of  the KRIC 
Archiving Project were examined as evidence for determining whether and how the Proj-
ect was realising ID-GOV. Documents such as meeting minutes, Memorandum of  Under-
standings (MoUs), and archival policies and practices formed part of  the data that were 
analysed for the research. Access to and use of  archival data were approved under an ID-
GOV framework developed by the ADREU at Kaiela Institute, the current location of  the 
KRIC Archives.
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Autoethnographic reflection
My positionality and reflexivity as an insider researcher are embedded in the study through 
the process of autoethnographic reflection. I consider and refer to myself  as an ‘insider’ on 
two fronts, both as an Indigenous person living in the community under consideration and as 
a former member of the KRIC Archiving Project team. By locating myself  within the context 
of the KRIC Archives, I situate my own positionality and reflexivity within the research, by 
which I can ‘fulfil cultural, ethical and relational obligations; and recentre [Indigenous] axiol-
ogy and ontology’.38 My personal account constitutes part of the data gathered for this case 
study and further centres Indigenous ways of being, doing and knowing within the research.39 
Accordingly, I actively disengage from deficit discourses through employing a narrative of 
strength, resilience and self-determination. By adopting a strength-based perspective and lan-
guage, the research aimed to take into account the community’s sustained efforts to improve 
economic, social and health outcomes for First Nations Australians through self-determined 
data governance.

The KRIC office and archives
The KRIC office was established in 1988 and became a hub for Indigenous community ac-
tivity in the Goulburn Murray region in northern Victoria.40 It supported an array of In-
digenous organisations, groups and programs through the development of capacity building 
initiatives.41 These aimed to support community development, cross-cultural awareness and 
public discussion.42

I recall that the ‘White House’ – as it was affectionately referred to by locals – was as the 
name implied, a small white house set against the neighbouring cookie cutter shopfronts. 
Whilst the facade was like that of a domestic residence, internally, KRIC resembled a func-
tional office space: bedrooms as offices, the dining and living area as meeting spaces, and the 
backrooms converted to storage and printing areas. Like many organisations, as the activities 
within the KRIC offices grew or changed, so did the functional spaces within the White House.

The KRIC Archives were and remain directly connected to the organisational activity of the 
KRIC office, as most of the records were produced or received at the KRIC office, by KRIC 
or by the various Indigenous organisations that operated there before winding up or relocating 
to separate premises. For this reason, the Archives were able to grow organically from the late 
1980s.43 In his work on the history of the Victorian Aboriginal Advancement League, Broome 
emphasises that Indigenous people express self-determination and agency by using colonial sys-
tems and concepts to forge better pathways for themselves.44 The changing political, social and 
economic agendas of elected governments and the development of community organisations, 
groups and programs are evident in the complexity of the KRIC Archives. In this way, much 
can be learnt about the local Indigenous history through the KRIC Archives as the various 
sections of the collection provide a series of narratives, conversations and aspirations of the 
community in those moments. The type of community initiatives whose activities contribute to 
these narratives includes sports, health, education, employment and financial literacy (to name 
a few). Whilst each Indigenous community organisation has its own purpose and course of 
action, its role within the larger narrative of the Indigenous community’s survival and growth is 
connected to other activities captured by the Archives. Thus, it is not just about the history of 
any one organisation or group but reflects a collective purpose and drive for self-determination.

The KRIC archiving project
KRIC formed two notable partnerships with local organisations to develop the KRIC Ar-
chives. These were the Goulburn Valley Regional Library (GVRL) and the Aboriginal Com-
munity Strategic Planning and Policy Unit (ACSPPU). The ACSPPU was a resource for the 
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Indigenous community to undertake a range of community development processes. It was 
also a resource for local Aboriginal leadership in providing policy and planning support but is 
no longer in operation as it amalgamated with KRIC in 2011 to become the Kaiela Institute.45

Memoranda of understanding signed between KRIC and these organisations demonstrated 
mutually beneficial relationships. The ACSPPU was interested in housing the non-active por-
tion of the KRIC Archives due to the wealth of information about past and present programs 
contained within the collection.46 KRIC, on the other hand, needed more storage space for 
its expanding collection. The relationship between the GVRL and KRIC aimed to develop a 
partnership that would nurture a repository of ‘Indigenous information and knowledge that 
would be accessible and responsive to the needs of the local community’.47 The Koori Library 
Pathways Project as it was termed sought to connect Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 
to the Indigenous culture, history and heritage of the Goulburn Murray region. It was from 
this partnership that the KRIC Archiving Project came to fruition. A small number of Indig-
enous community members, including myself, were employed to sort, catalogue and index 
KRIC’s accumulating records. This small group was known as the KRIC Archiving Project 
team. Such partnerships show the resourcefulness of KRIC and the Indigenous community 
in utilising other organisations to overcome limitations in the development of the Archives.

The KRIC Archiving Project attained a contextual review of its collection, known as a sig-
nificance assessment, in 2009.48 The review used research into the activities of KRIC and other 
local Indigenous organisations and the evaluation of other Indigenous archives (in contrast 
to the KRIC Archives) to determine the historical, aesthetic, scientific and social/spiritual 
values of the KRIC Archives.49 The purpose of the assessment was to appraise the value and 
meaning of the material within the collection to provide a basis upon which decisions about its 
management could be made. The Significance Assessment provided several recommendations 
for the ongoing development and management of the Archives. These included the continued 
sorting and indexing of archival material, establishing a cataloguing system, developing links 
with research institutions, investigating access issues, seeking further funding, recruiting vol-
unteers, exhibiting archival material, raising community awareness, and continued assistance 
for the survivors and descendants of the Stolen Generations in accessing the collection.50

Due to the changing nature of Indigenous affairs, KRIC was re-named as the Kaiela Insti-
tute in 2011.51 During the process, the Archives were relocated on several occasions, and as 
a result, it became disorganised. Furthermore, a lack of funding support meant the contin-
ued indexing and sorting of materials ceased in 2015, and the Archives in their current state 
remain incomplete and dormant.

The connection between the activity of the KRIC office and the KRIC Archives not only is 
an important component of understanding the local Indigenous history but also demonstrates 
the community’s efforts towards achieving self-determination by representing a counter nar-
rative to frameworks of white hegemony. This narrative repositions the value of First Nations 
people from a deficit to a strength-based discourse. Recognising the importance of the collec-
tion prompted a partnership between GVRL and KRIC, from which eventuated the KRIC 
Archiving Project. It was there, in 2008, that I first came to work on the Archives as a member 
of the KRIC Archiving Project team.

Interview and autoethnographic findings
The four participants interviewed for the research were all members of  the local and sur-
rounding communities of  Shepparton who had either grown up in the area or who had re-
sided there for many years. All had experience working across mainstream and Indigenous 
organisations in both the private and public sectors. Participants came to work on the KRIC 
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Archives through various means, including hearing about the project via word-of-mouth 
within the local Indigenous community, followed by a successful interview for a position. 
Others were already employed at KRIC in different capacities or were introduced through 
other community and organisational partnerships with KRIC and/or the Archiving Project. 
As a member of the archiving team, I was also a resident of  the Shepparton area and member 
of the local Indigenous community and was recruited to the Archiving Project through an 
interview process.

Origin of the KRIC archiving project
The first theme to emerge from the data analysis of the interviews was in regard to the origins 
of the KRIC Archiving Project. Interviewees identified the Project as arising from the need to 
organise and preserve the personal collection of various materials belonging to an Indigenous 
community leader, who had initiated and lead many local and regional activities and organ-
isations. Such organisations and activities included KRIC, the Rumbalara Football Netball 
Club (RFNC), one of two Indigenous owned and operated football clubs in Victoria and is 
deeply rooted in the histories of the Yorta Yorta and the football teams of Cummeragunja 
Reserve in New South Wales.52 The Academy of Sports Health and Education (ASHE) is a 
regional, Indigenous focused, sports health and education centre and was developed almost 
two decades ago by the RFNC in partnership with the University of Melbourne Department 
of Rural Health, Shepparton in 2004.53

The records from this personal collection formed the basis of the KRIC Archives. As one 
participant commented, in referring to the personal origins of the archival collection, ‘… it 
was really [the community leader’s] own, in many ways … [their] own information …’ (Inter-
viewee 3). Several others explained how these records had been systematically accumulated by 
the community leader over time.

… that’s how part of it come about. Because of [the community leader] having all this infor-
mation from all these different committees and things that were just in the back of [their] 
car … or in [their] shed that needed to be documented and, you know, filed away for future 
use (Interviewee 4).

… that’s kind of the start, because … someone would say, ‘Oh, you need to clean your car, 
you know. You need to throw those papers out’ and [the community leader] never would. 
And [they] would always collect them and pile them together and then put them in [their] 
[car] boot … (Interviewee 2).

The sheer volume of records resulted in community interest to organise these records and 
successful efforts to secure funding from various sources to archive them. This is highlighted 
in the following quote:

And then, you know, we got to a point where it was just like, ‘Wow, we just got too much 
paper! [LAUGHS] … So, we’re gonna have to do something with it …’ And they applied 
for this Koori Library Pathways Project funding, and we were able to use a little bit of that. 
And then somewhere, I think, along the line, we actually got funded for it … And then we 
got a little bit more money. And that’s when we were able to get a few more people on to go 
through and actually build this archiving project … So, we were able to build a little team, 
purely for this cause … (Interviewee 2).

In my own experience, identifying the origin of the Archives was key to realising the com-
plex interconnections between the documents and the community development work of [the 
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community leader]. It was one of the first things that I learnt as part of the Archiving Project 
team, and it gave me a better comprehension of the sorting and filing process; I better under-
stood why a document was organised within a specific volume and series.

Meaning and importance of the KRIC archives
The need to preserve the rich source of information and knowledge accumulating in the com-
munity leader’s personal collection was reinforced once work began on the Archiving Project. 
The tasks of sorting and reading documents not only highlighted the importance of making 
the material accessible but also presented the archive workers an opportunity to learn from the 
past and reaffirm their heritage and identity. For example, in response to the question, ‘In what 
ways are the KRIC Archives meaningful to you?’, one team member responded,

… radical, firstly because it was that paper trail … a historical perspective on the contribu-
tion we’re making to, not only Shepparton, but Victoria and to the nation. And that alone 
is hugely important because that’s a new approach to what we do. Keeping the documents, 
I mean the paper trail, it’s totally new … (Interviewee 1).

In this participant’s view, the Archives, ‘… gives a really good perspective of the Indige-
nous philosophy around how everything is related to everything else …’ (Interviewee 1). The 
connections between individual, family, community and their intersection across place and 
time were encapsulated for them within the KRIC Archives. The importance of the records 
extended beyond physical symbolism, by maintaining the spiritual principles of connectedness 
particularly how everything is interrelated,

You have Aboriginal studies, but you don’t have philosophies. The Archives actually has 
that and it’s all in paper form and it is set up in ways where, if  you’re Indig [sic], you can see 
how they connect, one to the other (Interviewee 1).

In my experience, the spiritual symbolism of the Archives was particularly remarkable. The 
interconnections between archival material; community activities, organisations, groups and 
programs; and their narrative as a collective were indicative of ‘one-ness’. It embodied the 
ongoing interrelatedness between land and people, living and non-living, and the past and 
the present, and it enabled me to appreciate how I am a part of that as an Indigenous person.

Memories and significance of the KRIC Archives
The memories of working in the KRIC Archives recalled by the interviewees were positive. 
For example, one participant explained how history was reclaimed through joyful discoveries 
in the Archives, ‘… we had these really beautiful kind of moments through it …’ (Interviewee 
2). They also valued the significance of such discoveries ‘it was those little precious moments 
with people as they were discovering what we were all learning’ (Interviewee 2). Similarly, for 
another interviewee, the legacy was recognised when processing audio material,

… a lot of the people [recorded] on the CDs would now be Elders because they were mostly 
music or interviews done of young people by young people at the time and those young 
people would have families now … (Interviewee 1).

The social impact of the KRIC Archives for interviewees accords with the findings of Cas-
well and colleagues.54 Their study of the impacts of community-driven archives on the people 
and communities they serve in California demonstrates how the significance of discovering 
family, friends and neighbours in archival materials fosters and strengthens connection to 
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community.55 This impact also encouraged a level of pride amongst the interviewees towards 
the history and activity of the local Indigenous community, ‘it’s a very progressive commu-
nity, the Yorta Yorta one is, the fastest growing and most politically astute community, not 
only in Victoria, but all in Australia’ (Interviewee 1). The Archives maintained and preserved 
the narratives, diligence and contributions of community and its Elders benefitting future 
generations,

… it’s good to know what you’ve been doing … if  someone like yourself  wants to do a 
history of … Aboriginal community in Shepparton, well it’s good to see those different 
ventures (Interviewee 3).

This passing on of knowledge through the Archives was seen as significant in safeguarding 
against loss of community history held orally by community knowledge holders ‘… an Elder 
who has all these wonderful stories they keep to themselves and when they die, they’re lost …’ 
(Interviewee 4). I, myself, recall a specific moment when the Archiving Project was attempting 
to identify individuals from an old black and white photo of a local football team. We asked 
aunties and uncles, most of whom had just dropped into the White House, if  they could help 
identify the individuals in the photo. In this way, we were able to identify many of the past 
players and rekindle community memories and history in the process.

For participants, the Archives were ‘a little goldmine’ (Interviewee 2), and working on the 
Project was ‘a stroke of luck …’ (Interviewee 3). This accords with my own impression of the 
Archives as a unique repository of knowledge, and hence, the inspiration behind this research. 
Recognition of the exceptional nature of the Archives was further evident amongst the inter-
viewees by their use of terms such as ‘standalone’ (Interviewee 1), ‘pushing the way’ (Inter-
viewee 2) and ‘breaking new ground’ (Interviewee 4).

Challenges with the KRIC archiving project
Challenges regarding the short- and long-term sustainability of the Archives were a concern 
for the participants. As one explained, weekly team meetings provided ongoing evaluation of 
the indexing system,

… once a week or once every two weeks we would go through the system and [the coordi-
nator] would get everyone to talk about whether it was working, or not working or if  they 
were having problems with it. And I think that’s how we ironed it out … (Interviewee 1).

The absence of  a data management framework, combined with the vastness of  the work 
and lack of  knowledge about the content of  the Archives, however, required trusting those 
who worked on the KRIC Archives to engage with the material in an appropriate manner. 
As a result, the task of  refining the indexing system became ‘too complex in the end’ (Inter-
viewee 2).

During the archiving process, several factors were identified as necessary for the sustainabil-
ity and development of the Archives,

… we said that it was really important for people to show proof of ID when they want[ed] 
to access the Archives. The other thing we needed to get was a reading room (Interviewee 1).

A reading room for users and proof of their identity were essential not only for the ease of 
community access but also for the overall security of the archival material. Participants also 
found it a challenge to simultaneously protect the materials and make them accessible to the 
community without having specialised skills.
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I think in the first instance, yes, we wanted it to be accessible to community, but I think we 
were trying to do other things first. So, one, we had to protect the document and then two, 
we had to kind of make it accessible, even just to ourselves … And I don’t think we quite 
had the skill set amongst ourselves to manage how … community could utilise it (Inter-
viewee 2).

Notably, members of the KRIC Archiving Project utilised training opportunities from 
mainstream institutions to advance the Archives’ protocols and procedures. Workshops 
through the National Library, the National Film and Sound Archive, the National Archives 
and Public Records of Victoria ‘trained us into how all of those collection agencies do their 
Archives …’ and ‘… we met up with other collection agencies all around Australia’ (Inter-
viewee 1). As such, interviewees emphasised the difficulty of managing access and security of 
the Archives, which, on occasion, was underappreciated by other team members and staff  who 
had not undertaken the training workshops. Interviewee 1 explained that ‘… with the Archives 
we had a process, so that was something that we’d learnt at the workshops in Canberra …’ and

… even though we did great work, it was really difficult for everyone else to appreciate how 
hard it was to put it together and to follow those security measures. Because during that 
time a couple of documents out went missing, but we also relocated [the Archives] like three 
or four times (Interviewee 1).

Interviewee 4 added,

… have a little bit of … some guidelines about … accessing that information and what you 
can do with it and what you can’t do with it, so people can access it, but it’s not open access 
where it can be used for unscrupulous things … (Interviewee 4).

It was also important to participants to have the collection digitised, ‘… you’ve still got an 
opportunity to possibly digitise it …’ (Interviewee 3). Digitised records prevented any further 
deterioration to the Archives and eased access by making copies available electronically.56

The variety of archival material and lack of specialised skills meant that the KRIC Archiving 
Project was limited to coding and cataloguing certain data whilst continuing to adapt existing 
archiving protocols. This was required as the indexing system had not yet been developed to 
include all the archival materials. The Project was also constrained by funding and the costs 
associated with access to appropriate equipment and implementing certain processes. As par-
ticipants stated ‘… we didn’t have the money to keep going …’ (Interviewee 1) and,

… we’re talking about keeping things, you know, with acid paper, and all that kind of stuff. 
We never ever got to that point, but we were talking about digital, but we don’t quite have 
the programs that we do today … it’d be different to do it nowadays, but we were just learn-
ing (Interviewee 2).

These findings regarding access to resources, limited funding and issues with developing 
archival protocols echo those of Zavala and colleagues who observed similar challenges and 
concern with the long- and short-term sustainability of community archives in Southern 
California.57

Use of the KRIC archiving project colour coding system
According to the interviewees, KRIC developed its own archiving protocols and guide-
lines through the support of the GVRL. Descriptions of the archival systems included the 
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categorising of material according to local institutions; type of activity; dates; and the use of 
plastic pockets, coloured folders and dots. As one interviewee recalled,

I know we went by year, and I know we categorised by organisation … that’s how [Name 
of Manager] started to see that map because we knew what organisations we were dealing 
with and what organisations [community leader] had been working across and then … We 
broke it down by the year. And … then by the date of the document, if  it had a date. And 
all the documents that were, didn’t have a date. So, date unknown, kind of, were at the front 
… I think we tried to kind of file it like that … We had colour, so we colour coded by folder. 
The folders were the colours. So, because I remember the [football] Club being orange, I’m 
pretty sure and then ATSIC, I think was blue and yeah. So, I’m pretty sure we had kind of 
that. I can’t remember what the dots were for, I know, I know we put the dots on the plas-
tic slips … And they were to do something, and I can’t quite remember what they were … 
(Interviewee 2).

The development of a mud map by the Archiving Project Coordinator outlined the inter-
connection between community organisations, and community initiatives assisted Archiving 
members in refining the sorting and filing process. Following this, a colour coding system was 
incorporated, although it was a less significant component of the archival system. As one 
interviewee recalled, ‘colour coding came much later. I think, just before we had the signif-
icance assessment done’ (Interviewee 1). Another stated, ‘I can’t remember, I just remember 
that there was a colour coding system’ (Interviewee 2). Similarly, in my own experience, I can 
recall aspects of a colour coding system, however, I cannot remember having ever used the 
system.

Perceived community significance of the KRIC Archives
Community interest in the Archives was apparent, particularly in the documentation of or-
ganisational activity and community history, which was an important resource both internally 
to KRIC staff  and externally to community and universities. As Interviewee 1 explained, ‘it 
was community who walked in off  the street and asked if  they could use stuff. It was Univer-
sity students ringing up and saying can they access stuff’. However, it was later identified that 
stricter guidelines were required to make the Archives accessible in a culturally safe manner to 
community. Another interviewee commented,

you know, there’s privacy, confidentiality, there’s things that you know …, you want to pro-
tect but at the same time you want to make it accessible …, that set balance … that’s why 
you need those guidelines (Interviewee 3).

Understanding ID-GOV
The KRIC Archives were recognised as determining ‘… the rules and frameworks around how 
data is managed and looked after’ (Interviewee 2). Whilst not all participants had a prior un-
derstanding of ID-GOV, once I explained the concept to them using a standardised definition, 
they immediately related ID-GOV to the KRIC Archives.58 For example, one commented, 
‘that is the KRIC Archives all over, it does all of that stuff’ (Interviewee 1). Interestingly, 
interviewees also expressed an understanding of ID-SOV when discussing the community’s 
ownership and control of the KRIC archival material. The Archives were seen as containing 
material, which went well beyond quantitative data. They also included text which could be 
analysed to provide evidence and build history,
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you could get all that kind of stuff  that text, kind of discourse via the documents, they’re 
creating, you know, about themselves. And that becomes evidence of their legacy or their 
organisational legacy, you know, what a history, build their history, a whole heap of things. 
And so yeah, for me, I think, they own it, it’s their archive. So, it’s community owned 
already. It’s not a database that the government owns, and we have to get permission to 
access (Interviewee 2).

A common concern for the interviewees was community decision-making and guidance 
regarding the use of data to ensure that it was for the benefit of all and not just individual 
researchers,

… communities being able to guide you in the best way that that data should be used for the 
benefit of all … At the moment, it’s very one-sided, you know, and only the researcher really 
benefits, and the community just gets left … (Interviewee 2).

… a lot of non-indigenous researchers go in, collect the information and there’s no, in the 
past, no real acknowledgement of ownership. The ownership becomes the University and 
not the community (Interviewee 4).

Perceptions of KRIC as an expression of self-determination and/or decolonisation
When discussing how non-Indigenous volunteers visited the KRIC office during their un-
rostered time or days off, Interviewee 1 stated, ‘… they’d say, “but I just like it here. I just want 
to come in and have a cuppa” or you know come in and say hello …’. Interviewee 3 reiterated 
this sentiment, ‘… KRIC, was very friendly …’. Their experience of working in the KRIC 
Archiving Project and the KRIC office in general accords with my own memory of KRIC as a 
workplace unlike any other I had experienced before. It seamlessly integrated both Indigenous 
and mainstream practices in a way that was comfortable for all who worked or visited there. 
Others described it as a community space and ‘… kind of this little community hub and sup-
port …’ (Interviewee 2). KRIC was a place where,

… Community could pop in make a cuppa, we’d all make, share our lunch, throw in and 
buy food and if  anyone walked in off  the street, they were welcome to have a feed … (Inter-
viewee 4).

Additionally, several interviewees found the working culture at KRIC to be a ‘freer atmo-
sphere’ compared to their experiences of working in the more formal settings of mainstream 
and other Indigenous organisations. As a result, they valued KRIC as an ideal work environ-
ment. For example, one explained,

… as a work environment, for me it was perfect cause it meant that I could work at whatever 
speed I wanted to and pick the times that I would work as well …. You’ve got no one look-
ing over your shoulder, and you’ve got no one watching the clock to make sure that you’re 
meeting milestones … And you’ve pretty much got a lot of freedom to do the work when 
you think it’s the best time to go and do it (Interviewee 1).

Here, the flexibility of Indigenous organisations juxtaposed the rigidity of mainstream gov-
ernment and corporate structures. KRIC was able to meld Indigenous knowledge systems and 
practices with Western institutional frameworks and understandings. As Interviewee 1 high-
lighted, ‘… you’ve got two ends of the one world there, working in the one space’.
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The KRIC Archives were also seen as a testament to the self-determination of the Yorta 
Yorta people. For example,

… community here is not, they’re not passive, they’re not passive to their own disadvan-
tage, they have been doing things, and that is evidence of that, that they have been active 
in this space. And that they have achieved a lot, you know, via their activity and leadership 
and hard work and whatever. And that’s, as a collection, that’s what it tells you, you know 
… If you join up all the Archives of all organizations here, you could just imagine what 
you’ve got. It’s a massive amount of activity that this community is doing for themselves, 
you know, they’re not just sitting there going, ‘Oh, here, I want a handout’, they’re actually 
helping themselves (Interviewee 2).

… it’s a reflection of their communities and you, and your own sense of looking after your-
selves. You cannot … rely on other people to do it. So, it’s best to do it yourself  … (Inter-
viewee 3).

it’s history, it’s past history, it’s … documents. You know, a lot of work had been done in 
the eighties, a lot of good work … A lot of things documented about where we’re at in the 
eighties, what our issues were and what we were trying to do to overcome some of those 
issues. So, it’s all there in the Archives (Interviewee 4).

Analysis of the KRIC archiving project’s policies and practices
The KRIC Archiving Project team developed a number of policy and procedure documents, 
which incorporated data management standards for identifying and organising materials 
within the KRIC Archives.59 The documents informed how archival material was being man-
aged by community. One example of adapting Western archival standards was the Project’s 
use of the Public Records Office of Victoria’s publication on the storage of public records in 
agencies.60 This utilisation of technical information regarding the storage, maintenance and 
disposal of data illustrates KRIC’s data governance model.61 The model had distinct sections 
into which archival material was sorted and demonstrates the community’s plans for contin-
ued maintenance of the collection.

Two distinct filing systems operated under the indexing guidelines as KRIC’s ‘current 
active material’ required a filing process separate from the archiving system. Current material 
would eventually circulate into the archiving system after 2 years. Once material had been 
sorted, indexed and filed, it was then stored in allocated rooms within the KRIC office or 
the ACSPPU office. Certain rooms housed specific series. For example, general material was 
stored in ‘Room 1’ at the ACSPPU, whilst books and publications were stored in ‘Room 2’ at 
the KRIC office, and private and confidential material housed in ‘Room 3’ at the KRIC office. 
Such efforts are evidence of the community’s attempts to adapt mainstream archival standards 
to suit the framework of their circumstances and work within the limits of their organisational 
environment. Whilst initially incorporating only two series (i.e., ‘General’ and ‘Books & Pub-
lications’), the index was eventually expanded to eight series and spread across six rooms due 
to the large volume of archival material.

Further to the indexing and storage of archival material was a colour coding system. The 
system worked in parallel with the other indexing standards. Coloured paper dot stickers were 
attached to shelf  lists for easier identification of archival material by the KRIC staff  permit-
ted to access the Archives at that time. The colour coding system specifically incorporated 
the epistemology and ontology of Indigenous culture. This was evident in the complex way 
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colour was used to connect each category. For example, an outer green ring and yellow centre 
referred to the ‘Missions/Reserves’ category, whereas an outer yellow ring and green centre 
represented ‘Song and Dance’. However, both green and yellow were also connected to other 
colours and other classifications within the system. For instance, an outer yellow ring and blue 
centre referred to the ‘Arts & Material Cultures’ set, whilst an outer green ring and pink centre 
belonged to the ‘Flora/Fauna’ category.

Findings and discussion
The KRIC Archiving Project clearly challenged the exclusionary framework of Western ar-
chival science for Indigenous communities. This was achieved by centring the voices of Ab-
original and Torres Strait Islander people within the framework of KRIC’s archival practices. 
By recognising the continuation of social injustice arising from structural forces which mar-
ginalise and overlook such voices, the Archiving Project was able to temporarily ameliorate 
the impacts of Western institutional structures and policies in the operation and management 
of the KRIC Archives. Achieving such outcomes was possible through the connection and 
collaboration of the Indigenous and mainstream domains.

The KRIC office functioned as a cultural interface between the Indigenous and mainstream 
community, in which it provided a socially inclusive and comfortable space connected to and 
supportive of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.62 By establishing common ground, 
KRIC advocated the needs of Indigenous people through its community development work 
whilst satisfying funding requirements of government policies for Aboriginal affairs. Further-
more, community leadership and innovation allowed KRIC to manage, decipher and trans-
form relationships between the Indigenous community and mainstream agencies, with limited 
resources and support that such a task required.63 In bridging both worlds, KRIC fostered a 
unique organisational culture.

The accommodating and culturally attuned organisational culture at KRIC expressed the 
characteristics of an Indigenous work ethic. This contrasts with the neo-liberal capitalist work 
ethic driven by rational calculation, efficiency and profit-making, which obligates employ-
ees to perform, manage and complete tasks within strict timeframes.64 Whilst KRIC staff  
were still required to meet performance standards and management outcomes through their 
successful completion of tasks, such outcomes were achieved through a more relaxed and 
inclusive approach. It is important to note that whilst examining this Indigenous work ethic 
was beyond the scope of this research, it did—along with collaborative practices—contribute 
to successful outcomes. This explicit expression of Indigenous knowledge and culture was 
at the core of KRIC’s organisational structure and purpose. It was also a milieu of commu-
nity agency, self-determination, innovation and cultural affirmation that incubated the KRIC 
Archives. The Archives, as a result, did not emerge as a ‘troubling space’65 that many main-
stream information repositories, such as colonial archives, can present for Indigenous people.

KRIC’s organisational culture and the work performed in that space reiterated a need to 
find a sustainable solution to accruing data. The procurement of small grants assisted with 
establishing an archiving project to deal with the accumulating material. Through the funding 
grants, KRIC was able to employ a small, dedicated team to focus on the sorting and filing 
of the collection. Noticeably, the Archives developed and provided a much-needed physical 
record that enabled the continued efforts of the Indigenous community to preserve, manage, 
control and make decisions regarding their history. As a community archive, KRIC’s close 
affinity with its records meant it could accommodate the voices and visions of community to 
evolve archival thinking.66 It was also a medium through which community could create new 
ways of connecting across time and space.
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The KRIC Archives empower community narratives and histories and, thus, convey the 
living memory, epistemology and ontology of Yorta Yorta Nations people.67 Therefore, rather 
than being something inherently Western, the KRIC Archives privilege Indigenous oral tradi-
tions transmitted through records.68 Here, the continuum of Yorta Yorta history and knowl-
edge, which has passed from one generation to the next for millennia, is embodied in the 
KRIC Archives.

The relationships that exist between Indigenous people and records, and the complexities 
that surround those connections impact the individuals whose histories the KRIC Archives 
document. Additionally, the individuals, communities and organisations who share in the 
vision of the Archives enriched and broadened their recordkeeping and archival practices.69 

This is evident in the various narratives captured within the archival material that reveal the 
extensive and dynamic activity by community to challenge colonial discourse. In this con-
text, the KRIC Archiving Project is evidence of the Yorta Yorta Nations’ self-determination 
and decolonisation of public collecting institutions. By adapting the typical Western archival 
frameworks to suit the unique circumstances of the Archives and challenging deeper social 
justice issues, KRIC created an appropriate archival framework for the Aboriginal and other 
First Nations community. Through the coding and cataloguing process, the KRIC Archiving 
Project formed a culture of inquiry to question, learn, understand and transform the standard 
Western archival practices and protocols. The collective ownership, control, creation, access 
and preservation of Indigenous data demonstrate KRIC’s approach to data governance.70 

KRIC realised ID-GOV by integrating Indigenous ways of knowing, doing and being in the 
control and management of their archival data practices.71 As such, the community’s agency, 
self-determination and shared vision drove KRIC’s data governance model.

Although the KRIC Archiving Project had developed a functional Indigenous-led data 
governance model, the lack of ongoing funding meant that this emergence of ID-GOV could 
not be sustained. Community archives have precarious futures, in which they operate predom-
inantly through their ability to access and retain resources such as ‘financial, human, physical, 
skills and expertise’.72 The short-term and long-term sustainability of the KRIC Archives 
relied on similar resources. Its longevity was particularly vulnerable to a precarious funding 
situation, lack of knowledge and skills in archival science and the vastness of materials which 
eventually saw the Archives and the activities of the Archiving Project cease. This is not to say 
that the KRIC Archives no longer exist, but rather, they lie dormant awaiting revival and the 
activation of the Significance Assessment recommendations.

Conclusion
ICAs are a testament to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander interest in controlling, preserv-
ing, collecting and accessing Indigenous knowledge and history. In this regard, the KRIC 
Archives were and continue to be a significant and very valuable resource, particularly as the 
Archives and the Archiving Project reflect the cultural heritage, identity and pride of the Yorta 
Yorta community; document the efforts of community to maintain their data rights and rights 
of self-determination across changing times; and represent a counter narrative to Western 
archival practices. However, the range of materials in the Archives, its precarious funding 
situation and the lack of archival knowledge and skills needed to maintain the Archives over 
time have resulted in it becoming dormant. This research concludes, therefore, that the KRIC 
Archives challenged the rigidity of institutional frameworks through what was a momentary 
realisation of ID-GOV.

The research findings demonstrate that funding and training opportunities are essential 
for the long-term sustainability of Indigenous archives and ID-GOV. Also, it is necessary 
that the decolonisation of archival institutional systems and processes employs more inclusive 
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and collaborative practices for and with marginalised communities. Given that this research 
is a single case study, an important question that arises is whether and how other ICAs uti-
lise similar data governance models that challenge Western archival practices. Therefore, fur-
ther research investigating data governance models developed by ICAs elsewhere is needed to 
demonstrate the direct effects on their respective communities and their significance and value 
to them.
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Side of Donor Relations
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Abstract

This article reports on a series of interviews with archivists and recordkeepers conducted as 
part of a larger project exploring relationships between grief  and recordkeeping. Though 
the interviews were not explicitly focused on donor relations, it emerged that the relation-
ship between archivists and donors was a particularly emotionally charged one: interview 
participants described deep and complex relationships with donors, whom they often knew 
over a long period and through difficult or complicated times. Interview participants also 
reported feeling unprepared for this emotional work. This article responds to a perceived 
lack of attention paid to donor relations in archival theory and education by acknowledging 
the significance of donor stories, feelings and relationships. Aligned with the ever-growing 
emphasis in archival theory and praxis on person-centered approaches, the article suggests 
where such approaches are needed in relation to archival education and training, the collec-
tion and preservation of donor stories, relationship-building, and recognition of different 
kinds of archival labor.

Keywords: Archival profession; Donor relations; Donors; Emotions; Grief

Introduction
This article draws on a series of interviews with archivists and other records professionals 
conducted as part of a larger project exploring relationships between grief  and recordkeep-
ing. The Conceptualizing Recordkeeping as Griefwork: Implications for Archival Theory and 
Practice (2017–2023) project sought to understand the ways that grief  might underpin or be 
otherwise involved in the creation, keeping and preservation of archives, primarily through 
interviews with archival creators and with archivists and records professionals. The interviews 
discussed in this article focused not only on how grief  was part of or impacted archivists’ work 
but also addressed other emotions involved in archival work; how prepared archivists felt 
for the emotional dimensions of their work; and what resources existed to support archivists 
working with emotional materials and people.

A prominent theme throughout these interviews related to archivists’ interactions with 
donors. Although donor relations were not an explicit focus of the research project, it emerged 
that the relationship between archivists and donors was a particularly emotionally charged 
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one: interview participants described deep and complex relationships with donors, whom they 
often knew over a long period and through difficult times, such as at the end of a career or 
the death of a loved one, and with whom they engaged in complicated and sensitive conversa-
tions and negotiations. Interview participants who emphasized the emotional nature of donor 
relations also described feeling unprepared for these relationships, pointing to education pro-
grams that emphasize the mechanics of acquisition by focusing, for example, on the transfer 
of materials into the legal custody and administrative purview of an archival institution with-
out consideration for the relationships and feelings that are associated with or result from the 
transfer.

This article responds to the scant attention paid to donor relations in archival theory and 
education by acknowledging the significance of donor stories, feelings and relationships as 
themes that emerged from research on grief  and other emotions in and as part of archival 
work. Aligned with the ever-growing emphasis in archival theory and praxis on person-cen-
tered approaches, the article suggests where such approaches are needed in relation to archival 
education and training, the collection and preservation of donor stories, relationship-build-
ing, and recognition of different kinds of archival labor. As Itza Carbajal argues in an article 
on ‘the politics of being an archival donor’, ‘current archival paradigms tend to focus more 
on the archival materials than the people behind them’.1 This article argues for a shift from 
this type of transactional and extractive emphasis toward attention to people, feelings, rela-
tionships and care.

Talking about archivists and donors
Recent articles on archival donors by Rob Fisher and Carbajal, and the only monograph on 
archival donors, by Aaron D. Purcell, discuss the ways that ‘donors as a stakeholder group 
remain overlooked in archival donation programs, as well as in archival scholarship’2; they 
are, Fisher asserts, ‘largely absent from our professional discourse’.3 In a review of Purcell’s 
book, Geof Huth, suggests that this absence might speak to how archivists ‘have determined 
that donor relations is a simple and obvious practice that requires little skill’.4 As a ‘guidebook 
for successful programs’, Purcell’s book focuses on developing that skill (or set of skills). He 
provides a framework for professional archivists working with donors through a series of steps 
including initial contact, negotiations, examination of potential donations (e.g. site visits), 
appraisal and the drafting of donor agreements, and transfer of materials. Surveying the liter-
ature on donors in their 2009 article, Geoff Wexler and Linda Long note that it largely ‘focuses 
on the technicalities of donor relations, such as legal precautions, accurate recordkeeping, and 
appraisal of material on-site’.5 While Purcell’s book includes a chapter on ‘donor types’ and 
attempts a categorization of donors (including ‘the unassuming’, ‘the rich and famous’, ‘the 
sick and elderly’, and ‘the difficult, demanding, and non-donors’),6 its presentation as a ‘guide-
book’ means that it also tends to focus on what Wexler and Long might call ‘technicalities’ – or 
the ‘how to’ – of donor relations.

Other writing on donors discusses the development of relationships with donors, often in 
the sense of how archivists might work to establish or improve relationships with different 
individuals and communities in order to diversify their collections,7 secure additional funding 
and resources,8 or collaborate on projects to improve description and increase access to mate-
rials.9 Wexler and Long’s article is notable for delving deeply into Long’s experience of work-
ing with ill and dying donors; the article considers the close relationships that can develop 
between an archivist and a donor and impact the acquisition process. Carbajal, who argues 
that much of the archival literature on donors tends to ‘position donors as a means for acquir-
ing more things’, makes a case for more reciprocal and collaborative relationships between 
donors and archivists that empower donors to participate in broader decision-making about 
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their records, while Fisher stresses the agency donors have to influence archival practices. 
While early research sometimes framed donors as the cause of archival ‘problems’,10 Carbajal 
and Fisher remind us that donors are people, with complex motivations for donating archives 
and agency to assert their needs and desires. Although the archival literature is moving in the 
direction of engaging more deeply with the nature of donor relations, as the authors cited 
here agree, scholarly and professional writing on donor relations is limited in extent and scope 
and more research is needed to fill this gap. Although the Conceptualizing Recordkeeping as 
Grief  Work project did not set out to study donor relations specifically, this article seeks to 
address this gap at least in part by sharing the perspectives of a number of archivists working 
with donors.

Methodology
The interviews discussed in this article were conducted between May and September 2019 with 
29 participants who responded to an open call for archivists and other records professionals 
to talk about grief  and archival work. The interviews, which were approved by the University 
of British Columbia’s behavioural research ethics board, followed a semi-structured interview 
protocol, where participants were provided in advance with a series of questions related to how 
grief  was involved in participants’ work with donors and creators, with records, with records 
subjects and with researchers; about other emotions involved in these types of work; about 
how prepared participants felt for the emotional dimensions of archival work; and about any 
relevant resources they found helpful, as well as about resources they wished existed.11 During 
the interviews, additional related questions were asked to clarify or add detail and participants 
were encouraged to ask questions and to direct the conversation as needed to share their own 
experiences and stories.

Three project research assistants and I transcribed the interviews, and transcripts were 
returned to participants for approval, at which time participants were also invited to make any 
additions or deletions to the transcripts as they felt appropriate or necessary; two participants 
did not return transcripts at this point, meaning 27 participant transcripts were included in the 
data analysis. Thematic coding of these transcripts was carried out with an expanded research 
team that included two additional research assistants using a codebook we developed through 
an iterative process and that included both structured and emergent codes.12

In this article, I pay particular attention to codes related to archivists’ relationships and 
work with donors. Donors – and the relationships archivists had with donors – figured prom-
inently in the interviews; 24 of the 27 participants discussed working with donors, and across 
the transcripts, the code ‘relationships with donor and creators’ was used 141 times and the 
code ‘donor emotions and experiences’ 156 times. In the sections that follow, I pay special 
attention to the research team’s analysis of these two data codes to explore themes related to 
donor stories, feelings and relationships. Although several interview participants consented 
to be named in published findings, others did not and in the remainder of this article I use 
an alphanumeric coding system to refer to participants; in these codes, the letters indicate the 
type of archival position held by the interviewee (Table 1).

It should be noticed that archivists and recordkeepers self-selected to participate in the proj-
ect, and that they participated because the topic of grief  in and related to recordkeeping res-
onated in some way for them. The research discussed here was exploratory in nature, focused 
on particular experiences, and engaged with participants interested in those experiences. As I 
suggest throughout this article, more research will be needed with a broader focus on donor 
relations to fully understand the motivations and feelings of donors and the relationships that 
archivists form with them; this article opens one window onto these aspects of donor relations 
through its particular focus on grief.
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Talking with archivists about donors
When asked about where and how they encountered grief  and other emotions as part of their 
work, many participants called special attention to working with donors during acquisition 
of archival materials and to maintaining donor relations. They explained how these processes 
can be laden with emotion, including but certainly not limited to feelings of grief  and sorrow, 
and discussed how generally unprepared they felt to work in emotionally charged contexts. 
Although the interviews did not specifically set out to explore the relationships between do-
nors, their materials, and the archivists who work with them, as such a frequent topic of con-
versation, these aspects of archival work merit special attention. In this section, I discuss four 
thematic groupings identified during the analysis of interview transcripts and related to: (1) 
the kinds of triggering life events that lead to donation; (2) feelings associated with different 
aspects of the donor-archivist relationship; (3) the nature of those relationships; and (4) the 
significance of donor stories.

Triggers

‘Records don’t change hands without some kind of trigger. And often those triggers are not necessarily 
happy ones.’ [PA3]
Catherine Hobbs notes that when private donors work with archival institutions they are 
‘personally transferring [their] records as part of  [their] very own life’ and reminds archivists 
that archival donation is ‘usually a highly personal and emotional transaction’.13 Several 
of  the archivists I spoke with reinforced the intimate and emotional aspects of  appraisal, 
acquisition and donor relations, often describing how the process tended to be triggered by 
some kind of  emotionally difficult life event, as for example the end of  a career, the closing 
of  an organization or association, illness and/or death of  the donor or someone cared for 
by the donor.

Wexler and Long’s important reflection on working with dying donors is one of few articles 
that directly engage with ageing, illness and death in archival work. Wexler and Long argue 
that archivists should be better prepared to work with ageing and dying donors because archi-
val work is ‘intimately bound up with these life events’. Archivists work with ‘people at the end 
of their lives’ and with ‘those who are left behind – widows and widowers, lovers and partners, 
siblings, relatives and friends, not to mention colleagues and loyal employees, executors, and 
lawyers’.14 The nature and effects of this kind of ‘mediator deathwork’15 were discussed in the 
interviews I conducted. For example, four participants described attending to donors on their 
deathbeds, explaining that it seemed important to the donors to talk to ‘their archivist’ before 
they died, sometimes to make sure their records would be understood and cared for, and some-
times because they wanted to ‘sit and just talk’ [UA1] with someone with whom they had, over 
time, developed an important, long-term relationship. Engaging directly with the concept of 
death work, some participants identified the archivist’s role in ‘facilitating a good end’ [CA1], 

Table 1.  Participant codes

UA = University or college archives or equivalent

ASE = Archival scholar/educator

PA = Provincial or territorial archives or equivalent

MA = Municipal archives or equivalent

CA = Community archives

SA = School (K-12) archives
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a role that is discussed in more detail below, but that for the archivist involves both reassuring 
the donor that their archives will be cared for and attending to the ending of the relationship.16

In addition to discussing the experience of attending at a donor’s deathbed, participants 
described the impact of witnessing a donor’s physical and mental decline in old age or due to 
illness. One participant who worked in a municipal archives [MA1] described their relation-
ship with a community donor:

I’ve watched him deteriorate, and I’ve found that very difficult. Because he was…he was 
such a vibrant member of the community and he’s such a lovely man. And you know, I’ve 
sat at his house and his cat has sat in my lap, and I’ve developed a…a relationship with him. 
And then, they were just forced to leave their house and move into a retirement community, 
so he donated some more records [and] just watching him not be able to explain the records 
to me the way he did five years ago. I find that quite difficult.

Another archivist working at a provincial archives [PA1] described working with donors with 
terminal illnesses who were aware of having little time left to ensure the safe keeping of their 
records and legacy. This archivist referred to a phone call they ‘will always remember’:

He phoned one day. I don’t even really remember what about. He was just… he did a lot of 
work. He was a very interesting person. And I remember he said to me, ‘You can’t imagine 
what it’s like, to not have enough time left to do everything you want to do’. And he died 
shortly after, and we got the last set of records.

They added, ‘You meet a lot of people at difficult times in their life, for sure’. [PA1]
Triggers for records donation also include the end of a donor’s career. Several participants 

discussed this type of trigger, with one archivist who worked in a university setting [UA1] 
explaining that some donors approach the end of their career ‘very positively’, while others 
‘find it very, very difficult to go through their papers and give them away. Because they know 
they’re closing a door on something’.

A similar type of ‘door closing’ trigger is the end of an organization or association. Some 
participants described organizations that meant a great deal to those who worked for them but 
that could no longer be sustained, due to financial difficulty, a lack of volunteers and/or socie-
tal change; one archivist working for a large city archives [MA2], for example, described work-
ing with ‘organizations that are wrapping up because they no longer have a place, like IODEs17 

or things like that, where nobody joins them anymore’, or because of a ‘loss of physical spaces, 
buildings [and] communities’. As with people ‘wrapping up’ their careers, those responsible for 
the records of associations and organizations may have different attitudes toward the ending; 
while some may be pragmatic and eager to have the records off  their hands, others may feel 
the loss more acutely. PA1 described working with the donors of the records of older wom-
en’s organizations: ‘these older ladies come in, and they bring the records, and they are sad 
[emphasized] that this isn’t going to continue, and that…you know, it’s something that they 
had found so vibrant and important, is – had fizzled, or died, really’.

Records enter archival care as the result of these various triggers that signal the end – or 
deterioration of – a life, a career, an organization or a community. Archivists ‘often work with 
donors when they’re most vulnerable’ [ASE1]; UA1 suggested that the time that archivists 
work with donors – at the end of something or the transition into something new – is also in 
some ways ‘their best time’. Donors may be ‘at a time where they’re really looking back and 
they’re – they want to share’. This kind of sharing, UA1 felt, was a ‘privilege’ and one that 
came with many feelings, both for the donors and the archivists.
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Feelings

‘It’s very rarely a happy occasion that prompts someone to donate records to an archives.’ [PA1]
Records donation is, or at least can be, an emotional process; in the interviews, donor relations 
and acquisition were emphasized as feeling-inflected processes. Participants described a range 
of feelings felt both by donors and creators and by archivists.18 Unsurprisingly, since grief  was 
a focus of the research project, participants discussed feelings of grief  experienced by donors, 
who might be mourning the end of a career, of a loved one’s life, or of their own life. Several 
participants discussed how records donation can be understood as part of a grieving process 
– one of the ways that grieving donors integrate and ‘grow accustomed to the absence of a per-
son’ [CA1].19 Donors’ grief  may be particularly pronounced when they are grieving someone 
who died young and/or unexpectedly [CA2], but even when a records creator lived a long and 
fulfilling life, the acquisition process involves handing over materials that connect donors to 
their lost loved ones, the ‘physical evidence of their past existence’ [CA1].

Living creators negotiating the transfer of their records may feel a similar kind of grief: 
‘even when people are downsizing, they’re going through, like, a period of having to let go of, 
of that grief…and it’s difficult. You can see they’re not quite sure how to let go of it, they don’t 
know what to do with it’ [UA2]. Living creators, UA2 added, may experience a certain level 
of concern and anxiety about what will happen to their records: ‘they’re very concerned about 
the material being lost. And that, as well, it’s almost like they’re losing a part of themselves’.

One archivist working in a university archives [UA6] described feelings they encountered in 
donors during the acquisition of a community organization’s records, noting that grief  and 
other feelings of loss over records are not only felt as a result of a loved one’s death:

It’s almost like, a sense of loss of community, that I see…just the fact of them donating the 
records and seeing, as the years go by, this incremental loss of membership. And trying—
and like, failed attempts to try and bring more people in and to continue this thing that’s 
been going on for decades. And then it’s like, the final moment of donating it to the archives. 
Like, we tried everything and we failed. [...] And our community failed. That it’s really hard 
to, kind of, deal with that feeling... every time I’ve come across it in a community’s records. 
In talking with donors or even the accession records, I always come across this great sense 
of loss, almost failure, from donors, that they could not keep the organization going, or 
feeling as if  their communities have abandoned them or left them behind.

One participant who worked in a university archives [UA2] spoke at some length about how 
archivists have tended to neglect donor feelings. Acknowledging that archivists are often 
working with people experiencing loss of some kind, this participant suggested:

I don’t think we’ve ever really thought about it [deeply]. It’s more like, treated as an acqui-
sition process. So, you know, someone comes in, they want to donate, [and we say,] ‘Okay, 
here we go, here’s your deed of gift’. But we never stop and sort of slow down and think 
about…you know, we’re dealing with the estate, we’re dealing with the executor, or we’re 
dealing with someone’s family member. And so I’m not sure if  we’re always as…as respect-
ful as we could be in the sense that we’re dealing with someone who has passed away.

‘We tend to be a bit cold-hearted’, they added, focusing on policies and procedures instead of 
on ‘the significance of these items to the person who is donating them’ and how they feel about 
giving the material away. This participant [UA2] spoke about the importance of validating 
donor feelings, and recounts an incident where they had been, as they later saw it, insensitive 
with a donor by suggesting some materials had no archival value: ‘And that upset her. Like 

http://dx.doi.org/10.37683/asa.v50.10925


On ‘Holding the Process’

Archives & Manuscripts 2023, 50(2): 10925 - http://dx.doi.org/10.37683/asa.v50.10925 29

she was in tears over it. And as I reflect back on it, I’m realizing now I was very insensitive in 
saying that they had no value. They had value because it was how she reflected her self-worth’. 
This archivist recognized the ways that records triggered memories for donors of important 
times in their lives or represented aspects of their past selves that held deep significance. UA2 
felt that archivists are ‘missing out on the symbolism’ of records, and worried that what we 
profess about the value of records as reflections of a creator’s life is not reflected in our policies 
and procedures, and especially in how we interact with donors.

Other participants described similar interactions with donors where they had misunder-
stood or not realized the significance of either the materials or the interaction. MA1 talked 
about a donor who continued to bring materials into the archives over a period of time. ‘She 
kept bringing things and just asking me to do on-the-spot appraisals at the counter’ MA1 
recounted, explaining how they had to tell the donor repeatedly that the material did not have 
permanent value for the archives. ‘But what I realize, now’, MA1 shared, ‘is that she was deal-
ing with the death of her mother, and this was the way she was dealing with it’. Although MA1 
was unsure what the archivist’s responsibility might be in a scenario like this, they recognized 
that the donor’s feelings needed to be acknowledged and understood.

One archivist working in a small, local archives [MA3] emphasized this need to acknowledge 
donor’s feelings, identifying this as a key role that archival institutions and archivists play:

You’re called upon fairly regularly to minister people, and often it is some form of grief. 
And it’s not always the usual form of grief, like they’ve lost a person. Sometimes it’s the 
loss of their youth, the loss of their former life, the loss of what they see as their heyday or 
their prime…you know, when elder people move from a large place that had all their stuff  
around them, and they move to a small place and they have to get rid of all that stuff, it’s a 
death every single time, and for some it’s hugely traumatic and if  we develop a relationship 
with them and with their family where we continue to take things and sometimes we take 
things that everybody knows are just going to go right out the back door again, but still it’s 
an acknowledgment.

Stories

‘Story is sacred. If you’re telling a personal story or your family’s story, nobody has exactly that story that 
you are telling. It’s yours and you’re sharing it with me.’ [UA5]
Referring to the type of listening archivists need to engage in, MA3 told a story about ‘a 
woman who came in, literally clutching to her chest’ a tattered and mass-manufactured print 
painting depicting a story from the Bible. MA3 continued:

And it was faded, and worn, and had been hung on a wall for so long that all the corners 
had tears where the pushpins had held it to the wall. And her best friend had just passed 
away, and this [object] had hung over her couch for as many years as this woman could 
remember. And with tears streaming down her face, she asked us to put this in the museum 
to remember her friend.

This item was not a traditional record, but for the donor, it functioned as a record of her 
friend’s life and of the depth of their friendship; without this story, however, the meaning and 
significance of the object as a record are utterly lost.

Donor stories – the stories donors tell about their records and their lives – were a prominent 
topic of conversation during the project interviews. ‘They really tell me their stories’, UA3 
emphasized, while UA1 explained how important it can be for donors to make sure archivists 
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have their stories straight. UA1 describes an instance where they were called to visit a donor 
just days before he died. ‘All he did’, UA1 explains, ‘was sit there and talk to me, about all these 
stories…and I knew he was hoping that somewhere…like I would be able to take this and put 
it in his papers’.

The stories participants heard from donors recounted not only the kinds of  details about 
a donor’s life and recordkeeping habits that would end up in a biographical sketch or scope 
and content note but also stories about the emotional significance of  records to the donor. 
One community archivist [CA2] described how the stories donors tell about their archives 
emphasize different details than archivists might start out looking for; house visits, she 
explained:

usually start with sitting down and they will tell me their parents’ life story, which can be 
very short or very long, and then we can walk around and they’ll point at certificates on 
the wall, newspapers, photo albums, but they won’t talk about the photo album as in ‘this 
is the family photo album from 1950 to 1960’, they’ll say, ‘oh, and this covers our family 
trips and we went on this family trip because my father worked really hard and we went to a 
conference…’, and everything is tied to the emotion, it has very little to do with how many 
photos are in this album, what is there, what’s their status, what’s the preservation concerns, 
what am I going to do with it. It’s very much an emotional walk through.

UA2 similarly emphasized how donors tell stories about what records mean to them; describ-
ing the acquisition of a professor’s papers, she explained, ‘we were going through her materi-
als, her fonds, [and] it was interesting because everything had a special memory to her, and it 
was the way she viewed herself, through her records’.

These kinds of stories, about donors’ lives, their records, and their significance can be told 
with urgency, with donors looking for someone to ‘hold on to’ them. A participant who worked 
as a school archivist [SA1] described this kind of storytelling: ‘I’ve had somebody grab my arm 
on multiple occasions and be like “listen, here’s where I used to live, this is what we used to do 
when I was a boy….”’ Sometimes, as was the case in this example, the urgency is connected to 
a feeling there is no one besides the archivist who will listen; as SA1 added, ‘they say, “I don’t 
know who else to tell. My kids don’t care”’. The archivist plays a particular kind of role as a 
listener, and is a receptacle for a specific kind of story; as another archivist who worked in a 
provincial archives [PA2] put it, ‘a lot of donors…want to make sure the legacy of the person 
they knew and loved is, somehow – that the records themselves aren’t just transferred, but that 
there’s more to it’. The ‘more to it’ relates to the donor’s or creator’s story, to the way they will be 
remembered. UA3 talked about a donor and his partner’s records. The records, UA3 explained, 
‘were a vital part of his partner’s life and his relationship with his partner. And to preserve them 
was preserving the memory of that relationship and of him’. Donors, many participants empha-
sized, come to the archives with a real need to have stories heard, acknowledged, and validated. 
As UA3 suggested, donors look to archives to care for records in a way that honors the dead; 
listening to, acknowledging and passing on their stories is part of that honoring.

Interview participants identified two key challenges associated with donor stories; they 
called attention both to the potential difficulties of recording and preserving donor stories and 
to the emotional labor involved in listening. SA1, describing instances of alumni ‘grabbing’ 
her at events to share their stories, elaborated that this:

puts me in a strange place because it’s kind of an oral record, so do I go back to my office 
and desperately try to write down these things that are told to me, and over the course of 
the day [at an alumni event] I get five or ten of these. Do I ask them to come back to do a 
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proper oral history? It’s this outpouring and this sense of responsibility, that they’re giving 
me in essence their life story, and hold on to it, don’t drop it!

UA2, who talked about how the records of a professor they worked with connected deeply to 
the professor’s sense of self, also discussed how difficult it could be to preserve that connec-
tion: ‘Nowhere was this captured in the records’, UA2 explained, ‘and so how do we, as archi-
vists, say, okay, how do we capture this? Do we capture it? Where do we report it in the fonds? 
Or in the RAD20 description or whatever it is that we’re doing? And what is the significance of 
it?’ Participants in this project described not having formal processes to record and preserve 
donor stories, and noticed how current descriptive standards do not make specific space for 
donor stories to be shared with researchers in finding aids. UA2 felt strongly that more needed 
to be done to ‘capture’ the emotional significance of records to their creators:

We need to keep in sight that there is something fundamentally important, that, when 
they’re looking at something, when they turn over the photograph and they say, ‘This is 
what this means to me and this is why it’s important’, it needs to be captured. It’s not just a 
paper, it’s not just about grief  or anything like that. It’s about…some sort of, I don’t know, 
like, continuity of humanity in a sense?

While they recognized how important it was to listen to and acknowledge donors’ stories, 
participants also noticed the type of ‘emotional labor’, as CA2 put it, of engaging in this type 
of listening. Telling their stories can be difficult for donors. While some find the experience 
satisfying and rewarding, for others the experience is painful and full of grief. The archivist 
sometimes takes on what several participants described as a counselling or grief  therapist role 
in these situations. An archivist working in a college within a university [UA5] described feel-
ing like they had ‘become kind of the sponge for all these stories’, and although they felt that 
archivists had an almost ‘sacred’ responsibility to care for the stories and lives connected to 
archives, they recognized, too, the effects this weight of responsibility could have.21 CA2 also 
discussed this weight, describing how they often became donors’ ‘go to person on all things’; 
donors were able to talk to them about their own lives or the lives of their loved ones and 
realized they were a good listener; CA2 explained, laughing, that ‘it’s because they can get me 
on the phone’, but over time, listening can become a burden, and one that archivists may feel 
compelled to carry. ‘I’ve not yet figured out how to say no, nor do I totally think I should, I 
don’t want to disconnect. If  I am their connection to the archives, to the [anonymized] com-
munity, I don’t want to be responsible for severing that connection’.

The experiences shared by participants about listening to donor stories highlight the impor-
tance of these stories both to the donors and creators of archives as well as to the meaning of 
the records they leave behind; participants suggested that archives cannot, in many cases, be 
fully understood without the context of the stories donors tell about them. The interviews also 
revealed that participants lacked methods for recording and preserving stories, and that while 
they viewed their role as listeners – as witnesses to a life – as a privilege, they also recognized 
the emotional toll associated with this privilege.

Relationships

‘…to listen to what it meant to him, to hear the stories of his lost partner – it just takes time; it is a 
relationship.’ [UA3]
Discussions about the events that trigger archival donation, about the feelings associated with 
these triggers and with the acquisition process, and about the importance of listening to and 
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acknowledging donor stories underscore the different ways that archivists and donors enter 
into relationships with each other as they experience difficult life events together and negotiate 
the transfer of sensitive materials. Recent scholarship in the archival field has highlighted the 
relational nature of archives and archival work. For example, in their work on radical empathy 
and archives, Michelle Caswell and Marika Cifor describe the different types of relationships 
archivists form and are accountable within including relationships with creators, donors, re-
searchers, records subjects and other archivists.22 Interview participants also stressed this re-
lational nature of archival work, observing that acquisition processes often involve multiple 
conversations, and sometimes home and office visits, and that these conversations frequently 
continue past the acquisition stage as collections are processed, digitized and made available 
for research use. Archivists work closely with donors and as discussed here in the section on 
triggers, often through emotionally difficult and/or distressing times. Relationships develop 
between donors and archivists as they work together over long and sometimes challenging 
time periods.

‘I have very, very strong relationships with my donors’, UA1 stressed, describing how these 
‘relationships go over a long period of time’. ‘You become the point person’, UA1 said, ‘you 
take care of your donors’. This archivist described how relationships developed over time, 
recounting house visits that included homemade muffins and porch conversations: ‘[this one 
donor] always baked us muffins and we’d sit there on her porch and we’d look at the daisies, 
and we’d talk about stuff, and then she’d – you know, and it really – like, at this point, she 
wasn’t even talking about [her career and records] anymore. She was now talking about her 
grandkids and stuff’. PA3 also emphasized the importance of these types of non-records-re-
lated conversations: ‘Sometimes our conversations are just about visiting. We’re not “negoti-
ating,” we’re creating a relationship’.

In some cases, UA1 has developed multi-generational relationships, getting to know and 
work with a donor’s children and grandchildren as years passed. The potential depth of donor 
relationships is evidenced in the desire some donors have expressed to see UA1 in their final 
days. This wish made sense to UA1: ‘we’re the keeper of their history’, they explained. ‘We’re 
the keeper of their legacy…we’re really important to them’. UA1 talked about how the rela-
tionship between a donor and archivist involves a certain degree of one-sidedness that devel-
ops because the archivist has a particular kind of access to a donor’s life: ‘you actually know 
them more than they know you because [laughs] you’re also in their papers, right? So you 
know…it’s not – it’s more of a one-sided relationship. I mean if  I died, I don’t know if  they’d 
feel that badly, right? I know them better than they know me. And it’s all about them. It’s not 
about me when we – when I go visit them, or whatever. You know, it’s about them’. Although 
UA1 understands their role as being in service to the donor, they also see some elements of rec-
iprocity in the relationship, describing the ‘life lessons’ they have learned from donors: ‘Some 
of the things I’ve learned about life have…have just been what donors have said to me about 
who they are. Whether it’s work ethic, or, you know, just taking time to look at a flower…just 
the philosophies of life that I’ve been able to gain from them’.

Other participants also spoke about relationships with donors that included being part of 
preparations for their death and/or helping family members to grieve after the death of a loved 
one. One participant, who worked in a provincial archives with private donors, considered the 
role of the archivist in comforting creators and their loved ones at the end of life, explaining 
that it can be important for a ‘family to witness the good conversations that are going on’ and 
for both the creator and their loved ones to feel satisfied that records will be ‘in a good place’ 
and treated with care. [PA3]

One community archivist [CA1] described a particular kind of relationship between archi-
vists and grieving donors, which they described as ‘holding the process’. CA1 explained first 
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how they worked in the same archives for 30 years. ‘It’s a long time’, they said. ‘You build up a 
lot of relationships, you lose a lot of friends, you go to a lot of funerals, you give – and this is 
really quite healing, if  you do it properly – you get to stand up in memorial meetings and say 
some things about the person. And you’re the only person who knows certain things. So that’s 
a joy’. Noting both the sorrows and joys of long-term relationship, CA1 explained how they 
understood their role of ‘holding the process’:

 … there were the usual conventional things you do as an archivist – meeting and talking with 
the person, the widow, about the records and their meaning; taking only those she’s ready 
to part with; remaining in touch and returning when asked, for further conversation and 
another set of material. Those choices are always hers, or indeed the family’s, in another situ-
ation which comes to mind. You allow them at the end of the day to say ‘Actually, we’re going 
to hold onto these for the moment’. And then, when they’re ready for the next step, you’re 
there – when the next year or so comes along, and they’re ready to release and share more, 
you are there. You are holding the process. When I say ‘allow’, I think what I mean is you 
allow yourself to let go of a personal or institutional need to acquire, to have a conclusion 
to a transaction, to have an institutional process come to an end. You allow yourself and the 
institution to serve their needs to grieve and to manage the personal transition from the liv-
ing presence to the negotiated absence of the person and the physical evidence of their being.

Holding the process involves the archivist in a crucial aspect of grief  work. Other interview 
participants spoke about relationships with donors that involved the archivist in a kind of 
witnessing and/or counselling role. UA5, who worked in the archives of a religious college 
and acknowledged the ‘intergenerational harm’ experienced in the community, stressed that 
‘these aren’t just pieces of paper for these people. These are very important parts of their life, 
or their parents’ lives that they’re handing over. And so…maybe it comes back a bit to that 
idea of almost having a pastoral role or counselling – not that I would consider myself  a coun-
sellor but you kind of have to just be very attentive to what people – what people need in this 
job’. MA3, the archivist who accepted the Bible story painting, likewise stressed that archival 
work can involve an ‘element of ministry’. While these two participants leaned on religious 
language and imagery, this was done to draw attention to the importance of acknowledging 
the significance of relationship, of paying attention to where people ‘are at’ when they come in 
to an archives, of ‘just listening’ [UA5].

The kinds of relationship building discussed by these participants takes time, and partic-
ipants who discussed the importance of relationship building to donor relations acknowl-
edged that it can be difficult to balance the time it takes to build relationships against the time 
required to complete their other work. One archivist working in a large university archives 
[UA7] talked about working with an aging donor, going through hundreds of boxes together, 
and feeling ‘the tension’ between ‘the emotional stuff’ and the ‘problem-solving’: ‘I had all this 
other stuff  to do’, UA7 lamented. They elaborated:

[The donor would] sometimes get lost in stories, you know, go on tangents….You know, 
she would start talking about her children, and everything, like, that was unrelated to what 
we’re doing. And it was all very interesting and I was happy to listen to it all. But I…I had 
to get back to the work! So, it was just like, ‘How are we going to actually get through all 
this?’ And make [institution name redacted] happy, and the librarian happy, and keep her 
happy, and just manage all that?

UA3 addressed this tension on the archivist’s time by questioning how institutions have identi-
fied the ‘metrics of success’. This participant described the way that relationships develop over 
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time as donors bring more materials in and tell her their stories. They talked about the impor-
tance of honoring the openness donors demonstrated in telling their stories and the trust they 
placed in the archivist to listen and care, even if  the institution would not ultimately acquire 
the material. UA3 acknowledged that this was not always a perspective shared by the institu-
tion they worked for, or other similar institutions, where ‘success’ is measured by amount of 
materials acquired, processed, digitized and used. UA3 explained:

So let’s say I spent, you know, a significant amount of time with three people, none of which 
we took their papers. But if  we had, that would have been time well spent. But because I 
didn’t – because we didn’t, that’s not time well spent. It’s not a measurable outcome. And 
I find it very hard not to spend that time when it is somebody who’s just lost a partner, or 
who’s just lost – had a loss. I’m just not going to rush them. I just can’t do that. [I am going 
to be] listening to their stories.

UA3 talked about this kind of relationship work continuing past the point of acquisition, de-
scribing an experience with a donor who ‘was wondering why we hadn’t given the art work of 
his partner a conservation treatment…you know he wanted better care for the materials’. UA3 
took his question to the conservator and then talked to him again: ‘I spent a lot of time lis-
tening to him about what that meant to him. So, even if  we couldn’t do the conservation work 
– or what happened is it’s going on a list to be done eventually – but that – to listen to what it 
meant to him, and to hear the stories of his lost partner…it just takes time – it is a relationship 
of a kind’ and, UA3 argued, therefore needs to be handled in a sensitive way. If  ‘he sees that 
it’s not well taken care of, it feels like the organization to which he donated them doesn’t care 
about him or the relationship – like it would be hard not to see that they don’t actually care 
about him or the relationships…And that’s where, you know, I was trying….That’s all I could 
sort of say is, I cared, and I will do the best I can to make sure that I can take it as far as I can’.

Implications for future scholarly and professional work
The experiences and stories explored across the four themes of triggers, feelings, stories and 
relationships have significant implications for the development of more person-centered and 
trauma-informed policies, procedures, education and training. Because this research project 
was not specifically focused on donor experiences and relationships, additional research is nec-
essary to fully develop new theories and methodologies, but areas for consideration and future 
research can be sketched out, and here, I propose five key interventions.

Improving education and training
Several of the participants interviewed said they had some idea of how to work with dying 
or ill donors and their loved ones because of their own past experience of loss and bereave-
ment. While personal experience of trauma, grief  and/or other emotions can certainly help to 
prepare an archivist to work in difficult scenarios, this experience should not form the bulk 
of their preparation; it is unfair and unethical for education and training programs to fail to 
prepare students to work in emotionally difficult situations in the face of the growing evidence 
that these are a regular feature of archival work.23 Students and trainees need to know that a 
great deal of archival work involves interpersonal interaction (counter to the idea that archi-
vists all work alone in basements sequestered with their collections) and that these interactions 
can be emotionally complicated and/or difficult. Students and trainees need to be trained in 
cultural sensitivity and to practice cultural humility,24 and prepared to work in trauma-in-
formed ways.25 Archival educators are beginning to develop curricula that include this type 
of preparation, for example, at the Archival Education and Research Institute (AERI) held in 

http://dx.doi.org/10.37683/asa.v50.10925


On ‘Holding the Process’

Archives & Manuscripts 2023, 50(2): 10925 - http://dx.doi.org/10.37683/asa.v50.10925 35

Liverpool in July 2019, Anna Sexton described efforts at University College London to ‘train, 
prepare and support’ recordkeepers to work with traumatic records.26 At AERI 2022, Henria 
Aton, Christa Sato and Wendy Duff discussed the co-teaching by archival studies and social 
work scholars of a 6-week workshop for archival studies students in the Master of Infor-
mation program at University of Toronto.27 Professional archivists and archival professional 
associations are also taking on some of the responsibility for preparing archivists to work in 
trauma-informed ways and with difficult records. Michaela Hart, Nicola Laurent and Kirsten 
Wright were among the first professional archivists to speak publicly about the effects on ar-
chivists of working with difficult materials and of the need for trauma-informed archival prac-
tices.28 Their public speaking led to the creation of a professional workshop offered through 
the Australian Society of Archivists.

This type of education and training needs to be widespread, embedded into all archival 
studies curricula, and treated not as an additional feature but as a core competency; curricular 
change of this magnitude will require program- and institution-level commitment to change. 
Professional associations also need to continue the work of archival education and training 
programs so that professionals already in the field, whose education neglected these topics, are 
able to acquire knowledge and skills to work with difficult records and in difficult relation-
ships, and so that professionals can continue to add to their knowledge and skills throughout 
their careers.

Developing ways of ‘holding the process’
When Catherine Hobbs reminds archivists that people donating their records are leaving a 
part of themselves behind, she follows up with a reminder about the responsibility this creates. 
‘The archivist’, she asserts, ‘needs to respond appropriately to the emotion which surrounds 
importing to the archives the records of someone’s life’.29 Several interview participants 
echoed Hobbs’ call to recognize the emotional attachment that donors have to the materials 
they are handing over. For example, Hobbs’ concern is similar to CA1’s emphasis on ‘holding 
the process’, which includes acknowledging attachment (both to records and to the people 
they are connected to) and facilitating a kind of ‘letting go’.

Discussion of the archivist’s role in this type of facilitation was a common thread across 
the interviews. As described here, ‘holding the process’ involves the archivist in a form of grief  
work; in certain scenarios, the archivist may be part of the process through which a donor 
‘negotiates the absence of the person and the physical evidence of their being’. Jennifer Doug-
las, Alexandra Alisauskas and Devon Mordell draw explicit links to recordkeeping as a kind 
of griefwork, showing how creating and interacting with records can be a means by which the 
bereaved continue relationships with their lost loved ones30; it makes sense that letting go of 
these materials requires a particular kind of acknowledgment or process, and this is an area 
that deserves more attention from archivists. More research is needed to better understand the 
experiences of donors and, subsequently, to develop caring and trauma-informed approaches 
to acquisition work and the training needed to implement them.

Preserving donor stories
The importance of the stories donors tell about their lives and records was emphasized in a 
majority of interviews, but it was unclear to what extent these stories were being preserved 
and – where appropriate – communicated. A core tenet of archival theory and methodology 
is the importance of preserving records’ contexts and most of our work is aimed at doing so. 
Archival scholars have regularly argued that records on their own cannot tell whole stories; 
constituting a ‘sliver of a sliver of a sliver’31 of the whole, they act as ‘touchstones’32 for mem-
ory, requiring ‘activation’,33 to move from ‘evidence of me’ to evidence of us.34
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How and where to capture records’ full contexts and stories is not clear, however. While 
donor-provided information is likely to be included in finding aids in biographical sketches 
and scope and content elements, the telling of detailed stories about records is not accommo-
dated in current descriptive standards and these stories are not often shared with users in other 
forms.35 Often, stories about records are heard by archivists during the accession stage and 
may be recorded in some form in an accession record or file; these types of materials are not 
always – or even often – available to researchers36 and new accession standards do not include 
fields that encourage the capture of detailed records stories.37 The significance that interview-
ees accorded to donor stories suggests that these require more deliberate care and that archi-
vists should look at developing ways of preserving them where they have consent to do so.

Three community archivists [CA1, CA2 and CA3] interviewed for this project conduct oral 
histories with donors as part of their regular procedures; SA1 also mentioned conducting 
oral history interviews but acknowledged it was ‘kind of a fly by thing’ rather than being their 
usual practice.38 The use of oral histories with creators and donors has been discussed in the 
archival literature; for example, Carmen Ruschiensky describes an oral history project at Con-
cordia University, the aim of which was to ‘integrat[e] donor interviews into archival practice’ 
in recognition of the importance of donor stories to ‘meaning-making’ in archival collec-
tions.39 Similarly, Robert G. Weaver and Zachary R. Hernández describe an evolving process 
to incorporate donor stories into arrangement and description workflows at the Southwest 
Collection at Texas Tech University’s Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library (SWC/
SCL). They explain how recording oral histories with SWC donors had been a regular practice 
for many years, but that these recordings were typically stored separately from the archives 
and seen as a way of creating a supplementary record; only more recently have archivists 
realized the potential associated with working directly with donors during arrangement and 
description, allowing their stories to inform arrangement and add richness to description, and 
ultimately, making the archival process more collaborative and ‘democratic’.40 The recording 
of donor stories is also integral to Jamie A. Lee’s work with the Arizona Queer Archives and 
the Digital Storytelling & Oral History Lab, where, Lee asserts, storytelling is the archives’ 
‘organising principle and practice’.41 Archives, Lee argues, become ‘accessible and knowable’42 
through the stories that are told about, in and through them.

The commitment to storytelling that archivists such as Ruschiensky, Weaver and Hernán-
dez, and Lee demonstrate could be more widely adopted in archival programs. The impor-
tance accorded by interviewees to donor stories suggests that more work is needed to develop 
means of hearing, recording, and preserving them. Donor stories also need to be shared (as 
appropriate) by linking them to or including them in finding aids and other descriptive tools.

Measuring ‘success’
A recurring issue discussed by participants in these interviews related to the tension they felt 
between the need to complete their work ‘efficiently’ and the time it takes to nurture donor 
relationships and honor their stories and experiences. As UA3 put it, the institutions in which 
archival work is carried out need to rethink what is considered as ‘measurable outcomes’ and 
how productivity is defined. Marika Cifor and Jamie A. Lee explain the ways that archival 
work has become subject to neoliberalist ‘market metrics’, citing ‘new emphases within the 
administration of public institutions on “cost efficiency” and “profitableness”’.43 Raquel 
Flores-Clemons discusses the difficulties of ‘keep[ing] a people-first approach’ in institutional 
settings ‘because you have to prioritize the needs of the organization that holds the collec-
tion’,44 while Michelle Caswell, Alda Allina Migoni, Noah Geraci and Marika Cifor show 
in their research on the affective impact of community archives that these types of metrics 
are affecting not only public institutions but also community-driven archival efforts, where 
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community archives are ‘increasingly forced to articulate their value in tangible – and often 
quantitative – ways to funders in the prevalent neoliberal frameworks’.45 Within these neolib-
eral frameworks, time that does not lead directly to tangible returns in terms of number of 
accessions or linear metres processed – in other words time that cannot be measured in direct 
outcome – may be considered wasted, inefficiently spent and/or non-fundable; however, par-
ticipants in this research project identified time spent building relationships as an integral part 
of archival work.

In my own experience, when I advocate for richer description and person-centered archival 
practices, methods that require more time and attention than is currently granted to tasks, I am 
frequently met with resistance; this type of work is criticized as being impractical and difficult 
or even impossible to implement with the resources available in archival institutions. However, 
contributions to archival scholarship by practitioner-researchers point out that how archivists 
decide to allocate time and other resources is to some extent at least a matter of prioritization; 
for example, invoking Antonina Lewis’ concept of ‘archival fragility’,46 Danielle Robichaud 
argues that ‘by focusing on comfortably familiar neoliberal deflections like time and resources, 
archival fragility side-steps meaningful, action-oriented change’.47 In other words, maintain-
ing the status quo is a choice archivists make that allows them to avoid change; this choice, 
Robichaud shows, is often at the expense of justice and equity-oriented work. In a similar 
vein, David James Hudson notes how discourses of ‘practicality’ condone and/or endorse 
hegemonic racial politics and white supremacy48; as he explains, ‘our very expectations and 
assumptions about the practical character and value of our field subtly police the work we end 
up doing and supporting, the kind of questions we ask and conversations we have, [and…] our 
sense, more generally, of what useful and appropriate political interventions look like from the 
standpoint of our profession’.49

These discussions about neoliberalist creep and the white supremacy of the status quo high-
light how, as both Flores-Clemons and Robichaud show, change needs to happen at structural 
levels; the kind of person-centered approaches advocated for in this article and in other recent 
archival scholarship depend not on gestures of kindness from individual archivists but rather 
on fundamental changes to institutional and systemic policies, standards and practices.50

Centering people and relationships
The conversations I had with archivists and recordkeepers about working with donors high-
lighted the importance of relationships and of person-centered approaches to archival work. 
Traditionally, archivists’ attention has been focused primarily – and sometimes seemingly 
exclusively – on the record, meaning that archival scholarship and education has privileged 
research and teaching about acquisition and preservation over public service. Increasingly, 
however, attention is shifting toward the people who create, donate, use and/or are represented 
in records.51 Projects such as Memory-Identity-Rights in Records-Access (MIRRA) in En-
gland, Find and Connect in Australia, and the Shingwauk Project in Canada have shown that 
centering the person documented in a record, rather than, or in addition to, the procedures 
or policies for managing the record, can help archivists and records professionals identify ac-
tions and processes that have the potential to inflict harm or retraumatize records users.52 As 
Elizabeth Shepherd has expressed, there is a clear call from those impacted by recordkeeping 
decisions and processes and from recordkeepers themselves to move away from a ‘culture of 
recordkeeping for compliance’ to develop instead a ‘culture of caring recordkeeping’.53 The 
interviews discussed in this article show that a culture of caring recordkeeping includes care 
for the people from whom archives acquire materials.

Caring recordkeeping involves particular kinds of archival labor. The archivists and record-
keepers I spoke with emphasized the importance of listening, of taking time, of honoring 
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people’s experiences and stories, and of acknowledging that donors may be feeling complex 
and difficult emotions. Caring recordkeeping involves relationship building. Lee asserts that 
‘the archives is, becomes, and exists in relationships. Always in relation’,54 and drafts a mani-
festo for a ‘radical hospitality’ that would transform archival practice and inform ‘new ways 
of being in the world together’.55 Kimberly Christen and Jane Anderson advocate for a ‘slow 
archives’ approach that acknowledges the centrality of relationships to archival work. Draw-
ing on their work to develop archival systems and interfaces that ‘center Indigenous temporal-
ities, relationships and geographies’, they ask how ‘embodied, intimate, kin-based, land-based 
affective practice[s] of listening, sensing, remembering, making and remaking’ can be fore-
grounded in archival processes.56 Slowing down, they argue, is not only about taking more 
time, and it is certainly not in opposition to getting the work done. It is, fundamentally, a prac-
tice of ‘focusing differently, listening carefully, and acting ethically’ to privilege relationality 
as an archival logic.57 Caswell and Cifor also place relationships – and people – at the center 
of archival theories and practices, arguing for a ‘feminist ethics of care’ that recognizes how 
archivists are ‘caregivers, bound to records creators, subjects, users and communities through 
a web of mutual affective responsibility’.58

The interviews show that there is a need to shift thinking and teaching about donor rela-
tions from a fundamentally transactional approach to one that is more person-centered and 
that focuses on the relational aspects involved. As Dainan M. Skeem points out, the impor-
tance of emphasizing the relations aspect of donor relations is especially vital as archivists 
increasingly work with donors over long periods of time and through various stages of their 
careers. Archivists need to know not only how to start a relationship but also how to continue 
one.59 A shift to prioritizing relationships will necessarily encompass aspects of ‘holding the 
process’, working on different timelines and reconsidering expectations and outcomes.

Conclusion
This article has explored themes related to triggering life events, feelings, stories and rela-
tionships in the context of archivists’ work with donors, and has suggested that more work is 
needed to understand and prepare new archivists for the complex relationships that can exist 
between them and donors. The conversations I had with participants highlighted how changes 
to existing archival education and training programs, to institutional policies and procedures, 
to particular workflows and to inter-personal relationships require solutions at different levels 
across archival institutions, education programs, and professional associations. As Dorothy 
Berry has argued about reparative description and access, the kinds of systemic and structural 
changes required to shift archival education, institutional policies and professional practices 
to a person-centered model involve much more than a ‘workflow adjustment’.60 Projects such 
as MIRRA and the Emotional Response to Archival Records project at the University of 
Toronto are looking at the roles of archival institutions in supporting records subjects and 
recordkeepers, respectively; additional research could look at the roles archival education pro-
grams and professional associations have to play in developing understanding of, and sup-
porting recordkeepers involved in, the emotional dimensions of archival work.

The conversations I had with interview participants about donors occurred in a particular 
context – in a study on grief  and other emotions in archival work – that will have impacted 
their nature and focus; a more broadly focused study on donor relations might reveal other 
characterizations of the work and experiences of the different parties involved. Furthermore, 
because the research described in this article was not explicitly focused on donor relations, 
more research is required to understand the nature of the different types of relationships that 
can develop between archivists and donors and the impact of relationships on the acquisition 
process. This article suggests several potential areas for future research – around education 
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and training; holding the process; preserving donor stories; measuring success; and working 
in relationship – but these are by no means exhaustive.

Carbajal’s assertion that ‘current archival paradigms tend to focus more on the archival 
materials than the people behind them’ is borne out by the archivists I interviewed. The con-
versations about donor relations that are explored here demonstrate a strong disconnect 
between the prominent focus on transaction and procedure in archival literature and educa-
tion and the lived experiences of working archivists. This disconnect means that archivists are 
underprepared for the emotional dimensions of their work. ‘That’s something my archival 
education did not prepare me for’, UA5 told me: ‘The idea that I would be…that emotionally 
involved with people who were very emotional about their records’. This article argues for a 
shift from the types of transactional and extractive emphases evident in ‘archival paradigms’ 
toward attention to people, feelings, relationships and care. While more attention is begin-
ning to be paid to the emotional dimensions of archival work, the eagerness of the archivists 
and recordkeepers who responded to the call to participate in this research project and other 
related projects, the high attendance at conference sessions on related topics, and the shift in 
archival theory toward affect, emotion and empathy all demonstrate that there is a great deal 
of more work to be done and that now is the time to do it.
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Green Ribbon and Blue Ribbon Stories: Applying a Bidjara 
Way of Knowing to Understanding Records

Leann Wilson1 and Rose Barrowcliffe2*
1Regional Economic Solutions, Brisbane, Australia; 2Department of Indigenous Studies Macquarie 
University, Sydney, Australia

Abstract

Archival turn scholars have argued that to understand a record one needs to consider its 
broader provenance. Theoretical and conceptual frameworks such as the record continuum 
model, parallel provenance and societal provenance have aided in debunking the myth of lin-
ear, objective and neutral records. While these theories and concepts support the inclusion of 
Indigenous worldviews in recordkeeping praxis, Indigenous worldviews have been noticeably 
absent in the formulation of these and other archival theorisations. This article introduces the 
green ribbon and blue ribbon stories, an Indigenous, specifically Bidjara, conceptual frame-
work for appraising and interpreting archival records. This conceptual framework has been 
derived from Bidjara ways of being and knowing. This article consists of three parts: the first 
introduces the conceptual framework and explains its background. The second discusses the 
intellectual and cultural authority of the framework and protocols for its use, and the final part 
of the article demonstrates how the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual frame-
work applies to archives.

Keywords: Bidjara; Green ribbon and blue ribbon stories; Provenance; Traditional Knowledge attribution; 
appraisal; Traditional Knowledge ownership

Preface (Rose Barrowcliffe)
In 2021, I attended a Building on the Strengths of our Stories’ cultural strengths workshop 
held online for Queensland State Archives (QSA) staff. The training was co-developed by Bi-
djara/Kara-Kara and South Sea Islander woman Leann Wilson (co-author of this paper) and 
her colleague, Charlene Berndt (who is Kamilaroi with family links to Kokoberra). The train-
ing explores some of the key issues of Queensland’s history relating to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islanders. To do this, Leann, Charlene and their co-facilitators introduce the green rib-
bon and blue ribbon stories, a conceptual framework formulated by Leann and drawn from 
her family’s teachings about Bidjara Country. The green ribbon and blue ribbon stories (ex-
plained in detail in Part 1 of this article) provide a framework for exploring issues through 
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous worldviews. As I listened to Leann and Charlene explain 
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the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories, I grew more and more excited. I could see how it 
could be used as a conceptual framework to be applied to understanding archival records.

After the training, I searched for the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories in academic pub-
lications. I wanted to use them in my research and as an academic, I wanted to use academic 
citations to ensure that Leann was properly attributed as the intellectual property (IP) holder. 
I found no mention of the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories in academic publications, so 
I contacted Leann and asked if  she had published them anywhere. When Leann said that she 
had not published it anywhere I asked if  I could support her in doing so. Happily, Leann was 
as keen to see the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories published as I was, and this article is 
the result of our collaborative efforts conducted through yarning and writing.

Publishing the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework triggered a host 
of concerns about how to preserve and protect Leann’s intellectual and cultural rights over 
the knowledge. As an Aboriginal academic, I am keenly aware of the problematic history of 
appropriation of Indigenous knowledge by academics. Academic, legal and cultural notions 
of knowledge ownership differ, and this article mediates these three paradigms. As excited as 
I am that Leann has agreed to publish the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories, I also feel a 
weight of responsibility in ensuring that Leann does not lose ownership and control of the 
green ribbon and blue ribbon stories through the publication process. Academic research has 
a long history of extraction and benefit hoarding when it comes to publication of Indigenous 
knowledges and non-Indigenous IP laws, such as copyright law, protect those that publish 
knowledge, even if  it is not their own knowledge that they publish.

Extractive research can occur even when the researcher is Indigenous. I did not want this 
article to be another example of that so I carefully considered how to ensure that Leann 
remains the sole cultural authority and IP owner of the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories, 
even though this article is co-authored. As a Butchulla person, I am aware that the green rib-
bon and blue ribbon stories are connected to Bidjara culture and that I have no authority to 
share it without Leann’s permission. Rather than wanting to share the conceptual framework 
on Leann’s behalf, I want to support her in sharing it. Despite being a co-author on this paper, 
I claim no ownership of the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories conceptual framework or 
any of the Bidjara stories shared in this article. The rights for the green ribbon and blue ribbon 
stories conceptual framework and Bidjara stories remain entirely with Leann.

To bring this article to fruition, we have followed cultural and academic protocols. As the 
academic, I was tasked with the writing. I drafted this article after yarning sessions with Leann. 
The reader only sees the text-based authorship of this process, but this article was authored 
orally in those yarning sessions. Perhaps in another time, or with another researcher, this 
would have been a single-authored paper based on those yarns, but Leann’s cultural authority 
underpins this article and that is recognised in the article’s structure and citation format. We 
have drawn on the latest citation practices that recognise Indigenous knowledge and cultural 
authority. We make clear who has authored each section of the article. Not only does this 
make the speaking position clear, but it is also a way to protect Leann’s IP and cultural author-
ity in relation to the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories. We encourage all users to follow the 
citation guide below if  you want to use the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual 
framework in your research (which we sincerely hope you do).

Leann Wilson
Co-founder, Regional Economic Solutions
Leann Wilson is a descendant of the Thompson family of the Bidjara/Kara-Kara and South 
Sea Islander peoples. She grew up with her Thompson family in and around Barcaldine on 
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INTRODUCTION

Archival records have long been defined, appraised, described and interpreted through a co-
lonial worldview. Post-modern archival theorists introduced notions of non-linear histories 
and multiple provenances to archival theory, but Indigenous-developed frameworks are still 
largely absent in mainstream archival praxis. This journal article introduces the green ribbon 
and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework, which is underpinned by Bidjara1 teachings. 
The framework has synergies with the records continuum model and societal and parallel 
provenance but is unique due to its Bidjara ontological and epistemological underpinnings.

This journal article consists of three parts: the first part introduces the green ribbon and 
blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework. The second part of the article goes into detail 
about the intellectual property (IP) rights and protocols for the use of this conceptual frame-
work. The final part of the article discusses how the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories can 
be applied as a framework to appraise, describe and interpret records. Each of the three parts 
of this article was deliberated on separately and then brought together holistically in this 
article because the production and attribution of knowledge are inherently connected to the 
understanding of that knowledge.

Protecting cultural authority was a key focus throughout the writing and publication pro-
cess, and in this article, we share the considerations and subsequent solutions we adopted for 
protecting the IP and cultural authority of the conceptual framework. To protect that cultural 
authority of the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories, we apply the latest practice in the aca-
demic citation for recognising Indigenous knowledges in academic writing. Part 2 of this arti-
cle uses the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories to demonstrate the differences between legal 
authority, specifically copyright and IP ownership and cultural authority. While copyright and 
IP can be used to protect cultural authority in the short term, additional measures need to be 
taken to protect cultural authority in perpetuity.

The application of the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories provides archival practitioners, 
theorists and users with an Indigenous, specifically Bidjara, framework for appraising, describ-
ing and interpreting records. Part 3 discusses the similarities between the green ribbon and 
blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework and existing archival theories such as the records 
continuum model, parallel provenance and societal provenance. This article argues that while 
all records have multiple provenances, two specific provenances must always be considered for 
records in colonised nations like Australia: that of the Indigenous peoples (the green ribbon) 
and that of the coloniser (the blue ribbon).

By introducing a new conceptual framework and demonstrating how to apply it, we offer 
contributions to knowledge for both collecting institutions and academic publishing. The 
intersection of these two fields is the production and management of knowledge. This article 
demonstrates one possible pathway for producing and managing knowledge from an Indige-
nous worldview that is congruent to practices in collecting institutions and academia. Further, 
that any production of Indigenous Knowledge can and should occur with the cultural author-
ity remaining intact, whether that be in an archival or academic setting.

Part 1: The green ribbon and blue ribbon stories of the Bidjara cave paintings
(Leann Wilson – Bidjara/Kara-Kara and South Sea Islander)
The history of Australia can be considered through two different time frames and ways of 
knowing: Indigenous and non-Indigenous. In this article, we introduce a conceptual framework 
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that represents these two ontologies using two ribbons: one green and one blue. The green 
ribbon represents Indigenous ontologies that are based on Country, lore, deep time and the 
stories that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders have known and passed down for tens of 
thousands of years. The blue ribbon represents the non-Indigenous ontologies, post-invasion 
history and the events that have occurred since the arrival of the British.

It helps to see this representation in a physical sense, not just as a metaphorical one. When 
I and my Kamilaroi and Kokoberra colleague, Charlene Berndt, deliver our Building on the 
Strengths of our Stories training, we bring actual green and blue ribbon into the training 
rooms for trainees to hold as they consider the history of Queensland. The green ribbon is 
65 metres long, with each metre of ribbon signifying 1,000 years. The blue ribbon is just over 
25 centimetres long. The blue ribbon is starkly short in comparison to the green ribbon, as 
is accurate when comparing the long Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history on this 
continent against that of the British. I explain how to apply the green ribbon and blue ribbon 
stories to understanding history by sharing the following story that has been passed down 
through my family.

On Bidjara country, in central-western Queensland, there are a series of caves that have 
been a woman’s area for Bidjara women for tens of thousands of years. The caves, known as 
the Palace, contain paintings that hold Bidjara stories and record Bidjara history. Custodian-
ship of this area has been passed down through Bidjara women for as long as this site has been 
significant to our people. The Bidjara women give lessons to the Bidjara men at the caves, but 
the Bidjara men have no authority over the caves. The Bidjara women’s teaching is that women 
are best positioned to speak of all things to do with women and these gatherings of women 
and young boys start early in a young boy’s life, well prior to the boys learning from the men.

In 1909, a group of non-Indigenous males came to Bidjara Country to examine the caves. It 
is believed that in a bid to assess their provenance and significance the visiting men questioned 
the Bidjara men about the cave paintings. According to Bidjara lore, the Bidjara men do not 
have cultural authority to speak about the caves or the paintings, so they told the visiting men 
that they did not know anything about them. From this interaction, the non-Indigenous men 
concluded that the paintings were not created by or known to the Bidjara.2 However, that is an 
untruth and the story of the Palace must take into consideration both the green ribbon and 
the blue ribbon stories for the cave. The green ribbon story and the blue ribbon story of this 
place represent two different worldviews.

Any discussion about the history of the Bidjara cave paintings and their current state of 
being has seen the assumption that there is no knowledge and thus decisions and writings have 
excluded without balance and agency of the Bidjara women. The green ribbon story passed 
down from my grandmother in fact tells a story of the intersectionality of women’s and men’s 
business. The sacredness of birthing and burials unpacks the story of rights and responsibil-
ities. In this case, the rights of women and the responsibility of the men in honouring and 
supporting the agency of women and girls were what prevented the men from speaking about 
the caves.

The green ribbon story passed down by my father is an example of this intersectionality in 
action. My father never spoke of, or about, the Palace. However, he knew of it and he under-
stood implicitly his responsibility to Mother Earth, his mother, my grandmother and me. It 
is from this Bidjara knowing he taught us about 4R’s. 4R. was also the family horse brand, 
so lessons were reinforced each time we branded or saddled and rode our horses. My father 
spoke of these 4’s, as the stories that underpin our way of knowing, being and doing, taught 
early to strengthen and ground the learner. The 4Rs include Remember your story, Respect, 
Relationships and Responsibility (for Mother Earth, self  and others).
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Part 2: Intellectual property protection and protocols for use of the green ribbon 
and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework (Rose Barrowcliffe-Butchulla)
Protecting the Indigenous cultural and intellectual property (ICIP) of the green ribbon and 
blue ribbon story has been one of our greatest concerns in relation to this publication. Leann 
has worked for decades sharing and teaching Indigenous and non-Indigenous people about 
the importance of seeing history through both Indigenous and non-Indigenous worldviews, 
and this publication is a continuation of that work. In publishing the green ribbon and blue 
ribbon stories’ conceptual framework here, Leann is encouraging its use; however; any use 
should recognise cultural authority of Leann as the developer of the concept and Leann’s 
family as her teachers.

The process for authoring the journal article has allowed us to explore the intersections 
and misalignments between Indigenous and academic knowledge production and authority. 
In this section, we discuss where IP laws, particularly, copyright and creative commons (CC) 
licensing, fall short of protecting Indigenous Knowledge and cultural authority. To protect 
the Indigenous Knowledge contained within this article, and the cultural authority over the 
article, we considered a meld of different knowledge attributions formats including academic 
citation, Traditional Knowledge Labels (TK Labels) and IP licensing through copyright and 
CCs. In this section of the article, we explain our choices for attribution, and what they mean 
for the use of the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework.

Authorship and citation
There are many examples over the years of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people los-
ing control of their knowledge once it is shared to the broader public.3 Academic produc-
tion of knowledge has long seen academics securing IP ownership of Indigenous Knowledge 
through the publication process.4 A slow paradigm shift in academia has seen a move away 
from extractive research in favour of research done by, for and about Indigenous peoples. 
This work is being done by the increasing number of Indigenous researchers in academia who 
are growing the cultural interface within the academy. Not only is Indigenous scholarship 
within the academy increasing, but Indigenous scholars are changing the way that research is 
being conducted. Indigenous research methodologies,5 and Indigenous research methods6 are 
being increasingly practiced in academia, resulting in relational accountability7 underpinning 
a growing number of research designs. Part of that relational accountability is recognising that 
knowledge produced in Indigenous communities deserves the same respect and protection 
as that produced within the academy. It is the responsibility of the academic to ensure this 
happens.

Supporting Indigenous knowledge governance and sovereignty in research and publish-
ing is multi-faceted and needs to be considered during the various stages of  knowledge 
production, from research design and execution to publication and peer review, and then 
to citation. Bennett8 (Gamilaraay) argues that when writing about Aboriginal and Tor-
res Straight Islanders, researchers should use literature written for and by Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander researchers. In cases where it is still necessary to cite non-Indige-
nous sources, such as when critiquing legacy works, Nathan Sentance9 (Wiradjuri) suggests 
retroactively adding to citations both the names of  contributing Indigenous people, and 
their Nation, if  known. The University of  Technology Sydney10 and James Cook Univer-
sity11 have each updated their citation guides to include formats for attributing Indigenous 
knowledge, including retrospectively adding Indigenous co-contributors and their Nation 
name to academic citations. Lock et al.,12 a group of  Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
authors from 11 Indigenous nations (Ngiyampaa, Wiradjuri, Oglala Lakota, Gamilaraay, 
Ngāpuhi, Bkejwanong, Quandamooka, Bundjalung, Worimi, Nurrunga and Ngarrendjeri) 
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and four colonial nations (Australia, New Zealand, USA and Canada) developed the Indig-
enous Cultural Identity of  Research Authors Standard (ICIRAS), a guide for embedding 
indigenous identity in author credentials that also give several suggestions for structural 
change to the publication process.13 The Indigenous Archives Collective (IAC) authored 
CAVAL Indigenous referencing guide for Indigenous knowledges (due to be published in 
May 2023) gives scholars a framework for first deciding which sources are appropriate 
and second how to appropriately attribute Indigenous Knowledge authority. All of  these 
guides recommend clearly identifying Indigenous people by name and Nation, Country 
or language group name, if  self-identified by the author, when using their knowledge in 
research publications. In this journal article, we use the author’s name and their Nation/
Country/Language group name, if  known, in the initial in-text appearance and then again 
in the reference list.

It is important to name Indigenous Knowledge holders in academic publications’ citations 
despite academic citation being an inadequate form of IP protection (discussed further in the 
next section). Without explicitly stated cultural identities in publications, there is an implied 
uniformity of cultural standpoints underpinning all research.14 Including cultural identifica-
tion of authors can assist both peer reviewers and readings in their appraisals of the rigour 
and cultural appropriateness of the research.15 The ramifications of copyright go beyond aca-
demic publishing, in our discussions, we have been most concerned with the following reasons 
for asserting copyright:

•	 without being named in the citation, or identified in the body of the work, the Indigenous 
knowledge runs the risk of becoming an orphan work that cannot be connecting back to 
the community at a later date (libraries, museums and archives already hold many works 
like this in their collections);

•	 any knowledge, Traditional or otherwise, comes under the legal control of the named 
authors when it is published; therefore non-Indigenous researchers become the copyright 
holders and legal rights holders of any Indigenous Knowledge they publish under their 
own name;

•	 while copyright expires, it still provides legal protection for the knowledge published in 
the works for the life of the author plus 70 years;

•	 copyright holders are often the designated authority that decides the terms of donations 
to collecting institutions, including compensation, description and access16;

•	 and while there are currently no adequate legal protections for Indigenous Knowledge, 
ICIP and systems like TK Labels are rapidly evolving and give hope that a solution will 
be available before the expiry or any copyright licensing commencing today.

Academic authorship has historically been distilled down to those that have physically written 
the publication and/or those that have been assigned roles within the research team.17 This 
practice disadvantages Indigenous Knowledge holders who share their knowledge with re-
searchers without being considered part of the research team or being involved in the writing 
process.18 By academic conventions, this article may otherwise have been single authored by 
Rose Barrowcliffe based on interviews with Leann Wilson, but that would not have provided 
adequate recognition to the cultural authority of Leann. While this article has been drafted 
by Rose, the core knowledge shared in this article, the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ 
conceptual framework, is the sole intellectual and cultural property of Leann. As mentioned 
in the preface, this article was first authored orally, and it is the cultural authority of the 
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knowledge, not the mediums through which it is being published, that has determined the 
authorship of this article.

In addition to who is included in the citation, author order is also important in academic 
publishing. First authors’ names are given greater prominence and may be more closely asso-
ciated with the publication than second or later authors. In academia, first-authored publica-
tions are also weighted more favourably in considerations for promotions. The general rule for 
author order is that the person who contributes the most should be the first author, but author 
order can also be arranged alphabetically or in order of academic seniority. In the case of this 
article, Leann Wilson is placed as the first author in the citation format for this article. This 
author order recognises Leann as the person that formulated the framework, the significance 
of which supersedes that act of writing the article (the contribution of Rose Barrowcliffe). It 
also places more emphasis on the importance of cultural authority than the academic writing 
process. The decision to put Leann first was primarily made to ensure that the green ribbon 
and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework will always be associated with Leann’s name 
first and foremost, as is appropriate. In placing Leann as the first author, we go against aca-
demic citation norms and instead place Indigenous knowledge and cultural authority above 
academic authorship as the deciding factor for attribution in academic publication.

Copyright, CCs licensing and indigenous knowledge
Publishing the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework has meant finding 
a balance between Indigenous forms of knowledge creation and ownership and non-Indige-
nous legal frameworks for IP protection. Copyright and CCs licensing, the most widely used 
forms of IP protection, both fall short in their ability to fully protect Indigenous Knowledge. 
Torres Strait Islander scholar Professor Martin Nakata19 noted that when working within the 
cultural interface, Indigenous people often have to make choices according to the constraints 
and possibilities of the moment. In publishing this article, we are utilising these non-Indige-
nous IP legal frameworks to achieve an imperfect protection for the green ribbon and blue rib-
bon stories’ conceptual framework. In this section, we explain the shortcomings of copyright 
legislation when using it to protect Indigenous Knowledge.

Copyright legislation is intended to protect ‘original works’. The Copyright Act20 and its 
subsequent regulations21 define what types of original works copyright applies to, and the 
protection it can offer, but they do not specifically define the term ‘original works’. The Com-
monwealth of Australia22 and the Australian Copyright Council23 define original works by 
the form of the works and the role of the creator. The works must be ‘fixed in material form’, 
whether that be electronic or hard copy, and the creator must be a human who has used their 
own ‘intellectual effort’ and ‘requisite skill’ to create a work that is not a copy of another’s 
work.

The requirement of ‘material form’ reinforces the non-Indigenous underpinnings of the 
Copyright Act. Material forms include published literature, scripts, song lyrics, audio or visual 
recordings, emails or computer programs.24 The problem is that for tens of thousands of years, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders have recorded their knowledge in non-material forms 
such as songs and oral histories. Fixing Indigenous Knowledge in material form has often 
been undertaken by non-Indigenous people who do not give attribution to Traditional Knowl-
edge holders. In many cases, this has resulted in the non-Indigenous author becoming the 
copyright owner of Indigenous Knowledge.25 When Indigenous Knowledge enters copyright 
licensing through publication by people outside of their Traditional Owner communities, it 
results in the ongoing exclusion of Traditional Owners from the knowledge ownership cycle.26 
Where Indigenous Knowledge does exist in material form, such as paintings or artefacts, these 
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material records seldom contain attributions to their individual creators. In the interpretations 
of original works by the Commonwealth of Australia and the Australian Copyright Council, 
these previous works fall outside of copyright protection and have been treated as public 
domain (discussed further in next section). The result is that Indigenous Knowledge, whether 
fixed in material or non-material form, is rarely recognised by copyright law as being the IP of 
its Indigenous creators.

Time frames of knowledge creation are the other incompatibility between copyright and 
Indigenous Knowledge ownership. The work becomes recognised as a complete, original work 
at the point of publication rather than being seen as a constantly evolving piece of knowledge. 
The end point of copyright licensing is also definitive, with the most common license term 
being for the life of the author plus 70 years. By comparison, Indigenous Knowledge own-
ership does not expire. What is even more alarming about this arbitrarily set expiration date 
is that it was not even decided by Australian law or people. The time periods for copyright 
licensing were handed to Australia from the government of the United States as part of Free 
Trade negotiations.27

In comparison to these restrictive definitions of knowledge creation and form, defini-
tions of Indigenous Knowledge are much more expansive. Indigenous Knowledge is created 
through collective intellectual effort: it is a communal endeavour over long time periods rather 
than an individual one with a defined start and end date. Like other forms of original works, 
Indigenous Knowledge builds on existing knowledge that has been passed down over tens of 
thousands of years without proprietary ownership by individuals to any one piece of knowl-
edge. Our methods of creating and safeguarding knowledge may be more akin to stewardship, 
but our attribution and benefit-sharing rights should be treated the same as those of non-In-
digenous knowledge creators and owners. This tension between guardianship and ownership 
prompted this article into being. As guardian of the stories of the Bidjara caves and their 
paintings, Leann is responsible for protecting those stories. By publishing the green ribbon 
and blue ribbon stories, Leann’s guardianship is now also recognised as ownership according 
to copyright law.

What is traditional knowledge and who owns it?
The debate about who owns Indigenous Knowledge and where it sits within the rights and 
moral obligations of IP law is intertwined with the notion of ‘Traditional Knowledge’. As a 
legal and political term, ‘Traditional Knowledge’ was ‘invented’ along with the formulation of 
‘public domain’ as part of the CCs movement.28 James Boyle, author of Shamans, Software 
and Spleens: Law and the Construction of the Information Society,29 which launched the CCs 
movement, argues that IP laws, including copyright laws, are so restrictive that they stymie in-
novation and creativity. The more nuanced CC licenses function in conjunction with the copy-
right license and are only valid as long as the copyright license is valid. Boyle uses examples of 
extraction of Indigenous Knowledge, which he refers to as ‘Traditional Knowledge’, to argue 
for more nuanced control on knowledge ownership. To support his argument, he gives the 
example of the extraction of medicinal knowledge from Indigenous peoples in the Amazon 
rainforest and Madagascar by large pharmaceutical companies. These companies use Indige-
nous knowledge to identify plants that have medicinal properties, they then commercialise the 
active ingredients without sharing any of the benefits with the Indigenous Knowledge holders. 
Boyle argues that the Indigenous Knowledge of the medicinal plants should not be able to be 
exclusively privatised by the pharmaceutical companies and that Indigenous people should 
share in the benefits of the commercialisation of their knowledge. Boyle connects protecting 
Indigenous Knowledge with environmental and cultural sustainability, arguing that financial 
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rewards for sharing of their knowledge would support Indigenous peoples in continuing their 
medicinal, cultural and land use practices.30 Boyle’s argument is not that large pharmaceuti-
cal companies should not be allowed to extract, commercialise and profit from Indigenous 
Knowledge, but that if  they are going to do so, the Indigenous Knowledge holders should 
benefit as well.

Sunder31 takes exception to Boyle’s formulation of Indigenous peoples as conservators of 
knowledge rather than IP holders. Sunder contests that Boyle’s arguments for Traditional 
Knowledge to sit in the public domain frame Traditional Knowledge as ‘raw material for 
innovation’32 rather than innovation itself. Furthermore, Sunder argues that Indigenous peo-
ple need to be seen not just as wardens of ‘raw materials’ (including Traditional Knowledge), 
but as being an active part of the knowledge production process. After all, IP is not just about 
knowledge products but also knowledge processes. Drawing on the World Intellectual Prop-
erty Organization’s 2006 report Intellectual Property and Traditional Knowledge,33 Sunder 
argues that Indigenous Knowledge is not static, and therefore IP rights must also be applied 
to new developments in Indigenous knowledge. Sunder surmises that adaptation of Tradi-
tional knowledge to contemporary problems is not just pragmatic, it is a sign of a healthy and 
dynamic culture.

The term ‘Traditional Knowledge’ locks Indigenous knowledge production in the past. It 
indicates an invisible line drawn at the time of invasion to delineate knowledge created before 
invasion as ‘Traditional’ and everything since as something different. The truth is that knowl-
edge is constantly evolving and the original knowledge today is the Traditional Knowledge 
of the future. Therefore, the original knowledge created today, and the original knowledge 
created in times past deserves the same amount of protection because the process of their 
development is the same.

The green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework is Sunder’s argument 
in action; it is the Traditional Knowledge of  Bidjara people adapted to the contemporary 
problem of  trying to understand Australian history when there are multiple narratives. 
Though formulated over the past 30 years, the conceptual framework is underpinned with 
ancient Bidjara teachings, ways of  knowing, doing and being. The green ribbon and blue 
ribbon stories’ conceptual framework illustrates that though the Bidjara culture is ancient, 
it is not stagnant, and it is alive and evolving in current times. The green ribbon and blue 
ribbon stories’ conceptual framework deserves the same rights and protections as long-held 
Traditional Knowledge.

Traditional knowledge (TK) Labels
Despite the limited time periods for IP protection under copyright law, the green ribbon and 
blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework will always belong to Leann and her family. An 
additional method of rights assertion is needed to support the perpetual ownership of the 
green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework as an original work of Indig-
enous (Bidjara) Knowledge that also recognises the long and continuing arc of Indigenous 
Knowledge creation. One possible solution to support perpetual rights attribution is the TK 
Labels created by Local Contexts.

Local Context Labels,34 more commonly known as TK Labels, have been developed in col-
laboration with Indigenous communities and are an extra-legal layer of IP protection that 
provides attribution to the Indigenous Knowledge holders. TK Labels were born out of the 
realisation that archives ‘radically fail’ Indigenous communities.35 Not only do Indigenous 
peoples not control their own cultural heritage in archives, but they often do not even have 
access to it. Archives and research are built on a tradition of ‘extraction’ and ‘deliberate 
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theft’,36 which results in data (knowledge held in records and materials) being collected and 
held with no provenance information.37 TK Labels were created to address the lack of prove-
nance in existing Indigenous Knowledge materials held in archives. They are a tool for Indig-
enous communities to reconnect their knowledge stored in archives back to their community.

The Local Context Labels apply the CARE (Collective benefit; Authority to control; 
Responsibility; Ethics)38 to Indigenous data sovereignty39 by building correct ownership 
attribution into the metadata of  catalogues storing Indigenous Knowledge, but it is not 
always appropriate to use the labels. What is often referred to simply as TK Labels is 
in fact a system that combines three user profiles (Indigenous community, institution or 
researcher), two types of  attribution (Traditional Knowledge (TK) or Bio-cultural knowl-
edge (BC)) with two levels of  attribution (labels or notices) to create a nuanced ICIP rights 
support mechanism.40 TK Labels and BC Labels are used by Indigenous communities to 
clarify rights, interests, relationships and protocols of  knowledge and bio-cultural infor-
mation. TK Labels and BC Labels can only be created by Indigenous communities and 
are created and managed at a community/tribe/iwi level. TK and BC Notices are used by 
researchers and institutions to acknowledge Traditional Knowledge in their records and 
indicate their support for Indigenous rights and interests in relation to that knowledge. 
The TK Notices are unique in that they create a pathway for institutions and research-
ers to open the door to attribution without impinging on Indigenous knowledge owners 
‘authority to decide for themselves what the labels on the knowledge should be. They can 
also hold space for collaboration between institutions and Indigenous communities before 
they have established a relationship and can do so without pushing Indigenous commu-
nities to adhere to institution and researchers’ timelines. The notices open the door to 
collaboration and relationship building and, when the partnership results in mutual trust, 
may eventually lead to TK/BC Notices being replaced with TK/BC Labels.41

Within the Local Contexts framework, this journal article is seen as a project between a 
researcher (Rose) and an individual Indigenous community member (Leann). Initially, we had 
hoped to use TK Labels to provide attribution to Leann and her family for the green ribbon 
and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework. After gaining a fuller understanding of how 
the Local Contexts labels and notices operate, we have instead used a TK Notice (displayed at 
the beginning of this article before the abstract). In the case of this article, a TK Notice was 
more appropriate than a TK Label because Leann and I have worked at an inter-personal level 
rather than at a community level as required by Local Contexts. The TK Notice for this jour-
nal article indicates that there is Indigenous knowledge in the article that will continue to carry 
moral obligations long after the copyright and CC licensing expire. This is the first article to 
use TK Notices in an academic journal article (J. Anderson, personal communication, Feb 9, 
2023) and demonstrates its application in academic publishing. Specifically, the use of the TK 
Notice in this article demonstrates the ability for researchers to make public disclosures about 
Indigenous knowledge that informs their research.

This article demonstrates one possible way that institutions and researchers can begin 
the process of  connecting research data and archival records back to their Indigenous own-
ers and cultural authorities. Non-Indigenous IP legislation remains an imperfect method 
of  securing Indigenous Knowledge ownership rights. These rights relate not just to com-
mercialisation of  Indigenous Knowledge but also to the cultural protocols for the use of 
Indigenous Knowledge. Solutions like Local Context’s TK Labels and Notices can fill gaps 
created by IP legislation. By using TK Notices, institutions and researchers can act accord-
ing to their moral obligations to Indigenous knowledge owners without being held back by 
legislative limitations.
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Part 3: Green ribbon and blue ribbon stories and archives (Rose Barrowcliffe)
In the Building on the Strength of  our Stories workshops, Leann Wilson, Charlene and 
their colleagues use the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework to 
understand Queensland history. To do this, they examine Queensland’s post-invasion his-
tory through the successive legislation that directly impacted Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders and discuss the effect those pieces of  legislation have had on Indigenous peoples’ 
lives using specific examples from their own families. Issues like place names, Stolen Gen-
erations, stolen wages, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health outcomes and more 
are discussed by considering the green ribbon stories (deep time, connection to Country, 
Indigenous Knowledge and lived experience) and blue ribbon stories (colonist legisla-
tion, non-Indigenous lived experience, colonial narratives) of  these topics. This process of 
considering the multiple perspectives to a topic, and also the evolution of  understanding 
of  certain issues through the telling and retelling of  a story has parallels with archival 
theories such as societal provenance,42 parallel provenance43 and the records continuum 
model.44 These archival theories and concepts have been developed by and remain largely 
contained in the discussions of  archival theorists. By comparison, the green ribbon and 
blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework has been developed from a lay user and Indig-
enous, specifically Bidjara, worldview. It is one that is easily translatable and understand-
able to archival theorists, practitioners and users alike and can be applied to any archival 
record or process.

Leann’s family’s story of the visitors to the Bidjara caves applies the green ribbon and blue 
ribbon stories to interpret both the original record and the pluralised record. The original 
record is the paintings that remain located in the caves on Bidjara Country. Derived from 
that is a new record, The Queenslander newspaper article published in October 1909. Using a 
records continuum framework, this new record (the newspaper article) can be seen as a plural-
isation of the existing one (the Bidjara cave paintings). It is a record created in the continuum 
that is the story of the Bidjara cave paintings. The original record was pluralised when the 
photographs of the paintings were published in The Queenslander. In the process of pluralisa-
tion the record is dis-embedded from its original context, community and meaning. The new 
record gained additional provenance information derived from a society markedly different 
from the one that created the original record.

The newspaper article (‘Prehistoric Aboriginal Art’, 1909, p. 29) states that, ‘The oldest 
blacks in the neighbourhood have no knowledge of ever seeing or hearing about these paint-
ings’. When Leann explains why this is inaccurate she does so by explaining the societal prove-
nance, that is, both the Bidjara and non-Indigenous ways of knowing, that brought this article 
to bear. Accurate appraisal and interpretation of this record require an understanding of the 
multiple provenances of the record. Choosing to explain the record with just one of those 
provenances would significantly impact the understanding of the record.

Perhaps the strongest concordance between the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories and 
the records’ continuum model is the notion of non-linear storying. This conceptual framework 
can easily be mistaken as a linear temporal framework – after all the ribbons themselves are lit-
eral lines – but it is important to remember that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories 
are non-linear and often cyclical in nature, and in this regard, the green ribbon and blue ribbon 
stories’ framework resembles the records’ continuum model. It is sobering to think that the 
green ribbon has looped tens of thousands of times through the records’ continuum as each 
oral record is told and retold, and applied and reapplied to each Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander generation to maintain our cultures and care for our Traditional Countries. This act 
of bringing Traditional Knowledge into contemporary discourse is an act of pluralisation.
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In comparison to green ribbon stories, the blue ribbon stories have had a relatively brief  
existence in the Australian continent’s history, but owing to the preference for colonial 
nation-building narratives, and the western archival practice of prioritising text-based records 
created by colonists, the blue ribbon stories have been repeatedly and strategically pluralised 
in the short period since invasion. As a result, blue ribbon stories have dominated our under-
standing of this continent’s history since invasion. For the past 250 or so years, the blue ribbon 
story has also pluralised repeatedly, sometimes in conjunction with the green ribbon story, but 
mostly not.

In her book ‘We come with this place’ Gudanji/Wakaja,45 author Debra Dank relates a story 
that demonstrates the long cyclical nature of Indigenous recordkeeping via living archives on 
Country. Dank tells the story of her family being led on a walk on their Traditional Country 
by their Aunty. The Aunty stops at a circle of cycads where she picks the strongest looking 
nuts from the cycad plants and passes them to the children. She then asks the children to use 
their feet to create a hole in which to plant the seed they have been given. As the children do 
this, their aunty explains that each of the existing cycads has been planted in the same way by 
their ancestors. The Aunt, a woman in her eighties, points to an existing cycad and says, ‘This 
one here… I put with my grandmother. I was a young girl’. and pointing at another larger 
cycad, ‘That one, my mother put with her grandmother. That big one there, grandmother’s 
grandmother put there when she was a little one with her granny’.46 The green ribbon story of 
that place is one of intentional land management and small scale agriculture to support food 
security. When we consider the cycad grove as a records’ continuum, we see each plant is a 
record of both a person and a cultural practice, but also a pluralisation of the stories of each 
previous cycad planting event. As McKemmish et al.47 put it, ‘Records are also embodied in 
people and embedded in Country’. The blue ribbon story, one can easily imagine, is seeing a 
cluster of cycads and assuming that they had occurred there by chance – that the Traditional 
Owners’ existence is parallel to, but inconsequential to that of the natural environment.

The green ribbon and blue ribbon stories need not be diametrically opposed to each other 
but can remind us that there are multiple influences on any record. Tom Nesmith48 and Chris 
Hurley49 argue that all records have multiple provenances, and that these multiple provenances 
should be considered as part of any record appraisal, description and interpretation. Nesmith 
states that all records have societal provenance and all provenance has societal dimensions. 
People create records for social purposes according to their understanding of society and 
their place in it.50 The record creator’s circumstances influence what they perceive as trust-
worthy, authentic, reliable and what they consider worth remembering or forgetting.51 It also 
influences where the record creator gathers their information from, who they have access to 
and who they see as a trustworthy source. The green ribbon and blue ribbon stories are two 
provenance channels specific to colonised nations that should always be considered when 
appraising, describing and interpreting records. In the case of the 1909 Queenslander article 
about the Bidjara cave paintings, the societal provenance of the article dramatically affects the 
interpretation of the record. By using the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories framework, 
we are perhaps not decolonising the records, but we are reaffirming Indigenous sovereignty in 
all records that relate to Traditional Countries in so-called Australia. As Hurley asserts, inte-
grating these multiple provenances into the record does not detract from it, but enriches it.52

The application of the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework to archi-
val praxis is particularly relevant at this point in Queensland and Australia’s history when 
truth-telling is seen as a key component of the Treaty process.53 While postmodern theory pre-
cludes the possibility of knowing anything as an absolute truth, the green ribbon and blue rib-
bon stories’ conceptual framework consistently applied to archival records used in truth telling 
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can assist in the interpretation of those records to ensure that both Indigenous and non-Indig-
enous worldviews and lived experiences contribute to understanding shared histories.

Conclusion
This journal article introduces the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework 
that has been developed from an Indigenous, specifically Bidjara worldview. This conceptual 
framework, developed by Bidjara woman Leann Wilson, is drawn from her Bidjara ways of 
being and knowing. The green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual framework is shared 
through this publication in the hope that others will find it useful for appraising and inter-
preting records. This article details the special consideration given to the appropriate ways 
for the conceptual framework to be used and how to protect the IP and cultural authority of 
Leann as the developer of the conceptual framework and her family as holders and teachers 
of the underpinning Bidjara knowledge. In discussing the IP and cultural authority consider-
ations for the green ribbon and blue ribbon stories, we have introduced the use of TK Notices 
to academic publishing and demonstrated how researchers can make public disclosures of 
Indigenous Knowledge in their work. The green ribbon and blue ribbon stories’ conceptual 
framework has synergies with existing archival theoretical and conceptual frameworks such as 
the records’ continuum model, societal provenance and parallel provenance. This conceptual 
framework differs in that it has been developed from an Indigenous worldview by a lay-user 
of archives. This article’s three distinct sections (introducing the green ribbon and blue ribbon 
stories; giving clear guidelines for its use and attribution and relating the green ribbon and blue 
ribbon stories’ conceptual framework to archival appraisal and interpretation) provide the 
reader with a new tool for archival appraisal and interpretation, as well as guidance for how to 
use that tool. This article argues that in colonial countries at least two provenances, Indigenous 
(represented by the green ribbon) and non-Indigenous (represented by the blue ribbon) should 
always be considered when appraising, describing and interpreting archival records.
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Abstract

This article presents a new model of four perceptions of purpose relating to the archival 
document in archival organisations. It explains created purpose (it is what it is), intended pur-
pose (it is what the creating or host organisation attests it as), articulated purpose (it is what 
the archival organisation presents it as) and projected purpose (it is what the user signifies it 
as) and outlines why an understanding of these may be useful for expert users in research. 
The article also references and supports discourse covering the conceptualisation and critical 
reflection of users and their interaction with the archival document.

Keywords: Archival document; Archival practice; Expert users; Perceptions of archives; Purpose of archives.

User perceptions around the different purposes of the archival document are not much 
discussed in archival literature. This article helps to address this by discussing a new 
model that formulates four perceptions of purpose as they relate to the archival docu-

ment in an archival organisation. It explains each purpose and outlines why an understanding 
of each may provide helpful insight for highly proficient and informed (expert) users who 
interact with the archival document as part of their research. The four perceptions of purpose 
discussed are created purpose (the archival document is perceived as evidence of an initial 
task), intended purpose (the archival document is perceived as evidence of actions or decisions), 
articulated purpose (the archival document is perceived as evidence of a curated account), and 
projected purpose (the archival document is perceived as evidence of repurposed narrative). It 
is the intention of the article to also support discourse relating to the conceptualisation and 
critical reflection of the archival document’s creation, (re)use and management over time, as 
well as discussion concerning expert users’ reflective practices around the archival document. 

The four perceptions of purpose model is based on critical analysis of archival processes and 
user engagement, published literature, and traditional notions of archiving and record-keeping 
epistemology. It is also influenced by the records continuum theory1 in terms of its consideration 
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of the plurality of the archival document as evidence of a transaction, a concatenated record, 
and a (re)presented item. Within the article, each perception of purpose is closely influenced 
by the places the archival document has been created, amended, and managed as a record, 
and selected, described and managed as an archive. It presumes established forms of archi-
val arrangement within the archival organisation holding the archival document; particularly 
those forms to do with custody2 and ‘the traditional European theory of arrangement as con-
stituted by the principles of respect des fonds and respect for original order’.3 However, while 
the article recognises that the archival document is evidence of the direct relationship between 
record and event, it also accepts that the record can serve as a narrative,4 interpreted as ‘a sign, 
a signifier, a meditated and ever-changing construction’.5 Finally, the article presumes that 
the expert user takes an active role in seeking out and addressing the various purpose-related 
questions and issues discovered in their research involving archival documents.

With these assumptions in mind, the article aims to contribute to discussion and ‘on-go-
ing critical interpretation’6 around the user and the archival document. Methodologically, 
it uses a review of  literature to create a form of  think piece that discusses how an aware-
ness of  four different ways of  archival document can be perceived. This can help expert 
users identify many of  the diverse influences affecting the presentation of  the archival 
document covers a range of  topics. These include ‘small histories’ of  individual lives;7 
exclusion and misrepresentation;8 the archivist-historian relationship;9 business history;10 
ethnographic analysis;11 and feeling, emotion and affect.12 However, most discourse does 
not seem to include discussion relating to users and how they perceive the purposes of  the 
archives they use.13

Identifying the influences affecting their interaction with the archival document can help users 
such as expert users determine why the archival document ‘is presented the way it is’ by the archival 
organisation, in turn informing how expert users critique or champion the archival document to 
potentially ‘transformative affect’.14 These influences can support users’ ability to address questions 
such as ‘why does the archival organisation describe it this way? Why is access restricted?’ ‘Why are 
there gaps?’ and to start to identify some of the agendas operating around the archival organisa-
tion itself.15 The answers that are obtained can help expert users to understand the different reasons 
why an archival document was created, used, and kept regardless of their own epistemological lens. 
The four perceptions of purpose model can also assist users to gain a better understanding of the 
archival document as a record, the archival organisation that holds it, and their own reactions to 
both aspects. This understanding can in turn help expert users to consider whether their interaction 
with the archival document is affected ‘of, by or for’ the document’s creating or host organisation, 
‘of, by or for’ the archival organisation that manages it, ‘of, by or for’ the expert user themselves, 
or a mixture of all three.

Situating terminology
The terms used in this article have the potential to be perceived differently, depending on the 
reader’s own understanding of archives. Archival theory and praxis are not fixed but open to 
critical review, creating new and ongoing definitions of the archive as an ‘epistemic thing’.16 
This results in the archival document being a potential ‘nexus of evidence’ from which multiple 
interpretations can be made, based on influences like content, location, description, accessibility, 
documentation and the epistemological understandings of the user. Therefore, the following 
definitions have been provided to demarcate the key terms used in this article.

Archival document is defined as a purposefully collected physical or digital record that pro-
vides evidence and/or ‘tells a story’ – one which is intentionally held and managed within an 
archival organisation (usually as part of a larger collection). This definition is derived from the 
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Continuum Theory17 as the theory does not aggregate document, record and archive, allowing 
the archival document in its ‘recordness’ to be viewed as (among other things) evidence within 
the process of recordkeeping.18 Accepting that evidence as a concept can be questioned,19 the 
archival document can still be defined through the traces of its creation, re-creation, use and 
re-use as a record. While the term ‘archival document’ may not always reflect the varied nuances 
around the archival item (particularly oral sources or individuals and communities who are sub-
jects rather than creators), it provides a useful confinement of scope when it comes to the dis-
cussion of the four perceptions of purpose in this article, as the more generic term ‘archive’ can 
encompass item, group, collection, place, concept, or movement.

Expert user is used to determine the levels of  knowledge and experience a user may 
need to fully apply the four perceptions of  purpose to an archival document. Typically, an 
expert user will be an experienced and knowledgeable researcher who is invested in their 
research topic20 and who creates recognised authoritative outputs such as articles, books, 
websites and reports. Expert users are often ‘self-conscious and politically-attuned users 
of  the archive’21 who are actively engaged in the process of  conceptualisation and critical 
reflection around the archival document and how they are using it. Expert users may be 
historians, professional researchers or academics, or else non-professionals with extensive 
research and/or life experience.

Archival organisation is used to include the different communities, repositories or even indi-
viduals that purposely maintain archival documents. For repositories, these may be main-
stream, alternative, physical or virtual. It is expected that examples of archival organisations 
are validated by some ‘level of legitimation or authorisation’22 as well as by evidence of ongo-
ing stewardship.23 This allows them to be viewed by users as an authentic and reliable place 
where archival documents are managed, regardless of other influences and agendas.

Creating organisation and host organisation are used to define the organisations that caused 
the archival document to be (among other things) created, received, used, re-used, amended, 
described, organised and stored as a record prior to it being archived. These organisations can 
include individuals, groups, communities, and agencies that are private, public, or voluntary. 
Often the creating organisation and the host organisation are the same.

Presented is the word used to cover the various custodial processes and services carried out by 
the archival organisation as they make the archival document available to users. This includes 
selection, listing, cataloguing, boxing, shelving and the creation of metadata, information sys-
tems and finding aids. It can also include guidelines and rules around donorship, collaboration 
participation, access and use, provision of working spaces, and exhibition and display.

Interaction is used to summarise the processes involved to create a state where the user can 
critically reflect,24 conceptualise and/or ‘make meaning’ in relation to the archival documents 
they use within an archival organisation. Interaction includes the user’s emotional responses 
to the archival document itself,25 and encompasses the notion of information use behaviour 
and the mental acts involved in finding, accessing, and engaging with the archival document 
within an archival organisation, interpreting it, and ‘incorporating the information found into 
the person’s existing knowledge base’.26 This may involve reflective practices such as ‘aware-
ness of constructive and literary aspect, the specific characteristics of the sources, and the 
narratives built in archives and documents as well as the narratives derived from them’.27

Representing the four perceptions of purpose
The four perceptions of purpose that can be applied to an archival document within an ar-
chival organisation are represented in the model below (see Figure 1). Each perception of 
purpose is then discussed in turn.
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Created purpose
Created purpose invites the user into the organisational perspective, but its scope is narrow due 
to the limited nature of the original intent behind the creation of the ‘source’ record. Through 
the lens of created purpose, the archival document is viewed as a transactional record – one that 
is often created as accepted proof of a minor and/or repeated transaction that has occurred 
within prescribed and pre-set tasks or processes.28 For example, a financial transaction resulting 
as a receipt, or a legal transaction as a signed document. A useful foundational explanation of 
this concept is ‘archival documents first and foremost provide evidence of the transactions of 
which they are a part – from this they derive their meanings and informational value’.29 The 
term ‘transaction’ is not always easy to define from a recordkeeping perspective, although it is 
often used to explain the concept of record and its evidential purpose in the sense of ‘transacting 
business of any kind, whether by governments, businesses, community organisations or private 
individuals’.30 This usually occurs ‘in the normal course of… business activity’.31

By presenting the archival document as evidence of a transaction, the perception of created 
purpose raises the user’s awareness of the value of the archival document in its contextual integrity 
as a ‘small something’, regardless of greater meanings that can be applied to it. That is, it is what 
it is. This then bids the question: why did the creating organisation generate it this way? hopefully 

Figure 1.  Four perceptions of purpose that can be applied to the archival document within an 
archival organisation.
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producing answers that demonstrate an understanding that something happened because evidence 
exists that a transaction occurred – a receipt was produced, or a document was signed.

This more concentrated insight into the transactions that make up the creating organi-
sation’s systems and processes can be a useful way of interpreting its larger workings. For 
instance, it may help an expert user to find out more about the original ‘place’32 of creation 
and the tasks, systems and processes that brought about the transaction (and evidence of it). 
Such knowledge can also help the expert user to confirm the existence of common incidences 
within the day-to-day business of an organisation and the ‘experience of the parties to the 
transaction’,33 helping them to better judge the meaning of any deviations or aberrations. For 
example, finding an unsigned document within a group of signed ones may help to establish 
whether this occurred because of human error, a deliberate action, or unfinished business.

Intended purpose
Intended purpose, like created purpose, invites the user into the organisational perspective, but 
the scope is broader, covering the various organisational intentions behind the creation and 
use of the archival document as a record. That is, via the lens of intended purpose, the ‘re-
cordness’ of the archival document is established through the existing evidence of its business 
activity, its role as an information asset, and its authenticity, reliability, integrity and useability 
over time.34 As a concept, intended purpose helps to identify content that can give an account 
of what happened to an archival document before it was processed as ‘an archive’.35

As intended purpose is perceived this way, the archival document can be explained as one of 
many records the creating or host organisation used within the context of a function or activity. 
Intended purpose considers the archival document ‘as a record’ rather than ‘from a record’, 
understanding it as a form of mediated ‘evidence as product’ within a structured organisational 
context. This in turn raises the question: why did the creating organisation represent it this way? 
providing opportunity to consider the organisation’s original attestation of intentions and 
decision-making in the creation of the archival document. It also invites consideration of the 
contemporary processes affecting the conscious formation and official collection of records as 
products and assets, and deliberation around the contemporaneous infrastructures36 and record-
keeping systems impacting the formation and use of the archival document as a record. Duff 
and Harris claim that ‘information about record-keeping systems, functions, and activities… 
plays an essential role in understanding the deeper contextual meaning of records’,37 something 
that Trace attributes to the fact that they are ‘causally affecting’ the processes they measure.38 
This information may help expert users establish how creating and host organisations presented 
and mediated themselves through their classification structures and/or metadata, as well as iden-
tify existing links between the archival document and others within the same aggregates such as 
archival fonds or archival series. This information can also assist expert users to establish how 
an archival document ‘was presented’ in the classification structures that noted its existence as 
a record and ascertain the archival document’s intended purpose and meaning in relation to 
other, existing, archival documents that are contextually related to it. For example, to determine 
whether modifications or corrections to schemes or proposals in archival documents indicate 
competing viewpoints, human error, external influences or changing organisational priorities.

A perception of intended purpose can therefore help to establish the organisational intent behind 
the creation of the archival document as a record (as implied through associated classification 
structures and metadata), so it can be compared with the documented result (as demonstrated 
through the content and metadata of the record itself). This perception also provides opportuni-
ties for insight into the creating and host organisations’ own tacit (unspoken and/or assumed) and 
explicit (acknowledged and/or stated) knowledge relating to its narratives and experiences (that 
is, its ‘doings, sayings and relatings’).39 This provides another way of seeing the evidence of the 
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intent behind organisational functions or activities in addition to the evidence of the functions 
or activities themselves. For example, a contract may provide just as much evidence of a need to 
demonstrate success as evidence that the contract was successfully completed.

Articulated purpose
Articulated purpose again invites the user into the organisational perspective, but this is focused 
on the archival organisation responsible for the archival document. It considers how the archival 
organisation presents and describes the archival document as a record, and whether these are 
affected by the organisation’s custodial viewpoint.40 An archival organisation’s custodial view-
point varies considerably from archival organisation to archival organisation.41 This is because it 
is based on the archival organisation’s own understanding of its identity in terms of role, place, 
purpose, functions, traditions, languages and cultures, and its expressions of each of these as-
pects in various physical, situational, political, emotional, interventional or other ways.42

Through the lens of articulated purpose, an expert user can consider how access tools used 
within the archival organisation (such as shelving, boxing, metadata, indexes, descriptions 
and links) display, describe, explain and contextualise the archival document on behalf  of the 
creating and host organisations who were responsible for it as a record, and the people who 
are represented by these organisations. This includes not only capacity to ‘protect and preserve 
records’43 but also to ‘legitimize and sanctify certain documents while negating and destroying 
others; and provide access to selected sources while controlling the researchers and conditions 
under which they may examine the archival record’.44

While most archival organisations apply common archival principles such as provenance 
and original order to give ‘archives their context and structure’,45 these principles are expressed 
differently from organisation to organisation. Being aware of why the archival document is 
described and presented the way it is by the archival organisation can help expert users to use-
fully question the archival organisation’s descriptions around it in light of various drivers such 
as the organisation’s purpose (we are created to collect these things), aims (we hope to achieve 
these things), resources (we have the money to do these things), personnel (we have these 
people to do these things), underlying methodology (we do things this way), and prescribed 
audience (we do things for these groups of people). Combined with an awareness of intended 
purpose, an expert user can better understand the fullness of the collection in which the archi-
val document sits and the archival organisation’s own custodial approach, helping them to 
determine aspects such as who ‘owns’ the archival document, whether it has a full description 
or is ‘divorced’ from the context of its creation,46 whether there is a ‘misleading impression of 
completeness’47 or it exists as part of an ‘archival diaspora’ divided across institutions.48

The different services around the acquisition and management of the archival document 
(notably, transfer/donation, selection/appraisal, arrangement and description) can also be 
reviewed through the lens of articulated purpose. These services can be seen as another expres-
sion of the archival organisation’s abstract conceptualisations around its perceived identity, 
resulting in an operating environment that is formed as much by the organisation’s perceptions 
of its place and purpose as it is by available resources. For example, a small community-created 
archives may provide services that focus on stewardship and ‘facilitating community access’,49 
while a national archives may present services that fit their perceived role as guardian and ‘for-
mer of national identity’.50 Consequently, an awareness of articulated purpose can result in 
the question: why did the archival organisation explain it this way? helping users to identify the 
reasons why the archival organisation presents the archival document the way it does.

An awareness of articulated purpose can also help expert users establish how arrangement 
and description practices are explained to the user by the archival organisation, since ‘numer-
ous tacit narratives are hidden in the acts of categorization, codification and labelling’.51 One 
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way to ascertain this is through the role of the archivist.52 Archivists can be seen as the ‘prin-
cipal actor in defining, choosing, and constructing the archive that remains, and then in rep-
resenting and presenting that surviving archival trace to researchers’.53 An understanding of 
articulated purpose can help the expert user to better explain the role of the archivist in rela-
tion to the representation of the archival document by the archival organisation.

Projected purpose
A perception of projected purpose can be considered broadly, moving away from the organi-
sational perspective and focusing on the variety of unbounded understandings or new imag-
inings that can occur out of the user’s interaction with the archival document. An expert user 
may use the archival document as trace or partial evidence to indicate the existence of larger 
issues, hidden stories, or told or untold narratives, based on their own philosophical, social or 
critical stance and their levels of experience, reflexive practice and domain knowledge.54

Through the lens of projected purpose, the expert user can be invited to consider how their 
own research methodologies, epistemological strategies, recognised subjectivities and confir-
mation biases match the indications they find within the ‘constrained evidence’ of the archival 
document and its subsequent representation by the archival organisation. This invitation cre-
ates opportunities for the expert user to consider the narratives they have constructed around 
the archival document and address the question: why do I ‘see’ the archival document this 
way? It helps the expert user to decide what the archival document signifies for them in terms 
of which parts of the archival document’s ‘presented story’ they will accept, which they will 
ignore, and what any discovered gaps or ambiguities may mean for their research.

In relation to the other three perceptions of purpose (created, intended and articulated), a 
perception of projected purpose can also provide opportunities for the expert user to reflect on 
how far the archival document can be relied on to provide evidence in areas it was never cre-
ated to provide evidence for. For example, they may need to ‘acknowledge that things that at 
first seem relevant may later prove to be irrelevant, and that different people will form different 
judgments about what is relevant to a given issue’.55 This, however, still needs to be balanced 
with the acknowledgement that the archival document is still ‘archival’ in that it represents 
some facet of truth, even if  it’s just its ability to be a reliable representation of what happened56 
as a form of ‘socially constructed and maintained entity’,57 or else a reliable perception of it.

Four possible benefits of understanding the four perceptions of purpose
The rest of this article summarises four possible benefits that may come out of an expert user’s 
understanding of the four perceptions of purpose, collectively referred to from this point as 
‘purpose knowledge’. Purpose knowledge can aid understanding of the archival organisation’s 
influence on the archival document, facilitate the identification of gaps in archival under-
standing that may bias or hinder research, assist with identifying the validity of any ‘purpose 
projection’, and support research around the user’s interaction with the archival document.

Purpose knowledge can aid understanding of the archival organisation’s influence on the archival 
document
Purpose knowledge can help users to better understand the archival organisation’s influence on the 
archival document, particularly around selection description and presentation. Decker, a business 
historian, says that ‘each organizational archive needs to be understood on its own terms’ when used 
for research58 and others have similar views.59 As a result, users need to understand ‘all significant 
interventions by the archives itself in the history of the record’,60 both social and technical.61 Pur-
pose knowledge can help users identify significant interventions to the archival document by aiding 
the identification of classification systems, processes of use and re-use, and rules around ownership, 
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provenance, destruction and transfer. This in turn can help them to gain an awareness of the differ-
ent subjectivities around the perceived value of the document as presented by the metadata and de-
scriptive information, as ‘notions of value are always contextual’.62 It can also help them to identify 
possible (positive or negative) assumption or bias in the selection, description and presentation of 
the archival document and likely reasons for these. For instance, identification may help the expert 
user determine whether assumption or bias stems from organisational collection mandates or forms 
of community representation, or unrecognised colonial thinking or less than ideal ‘temporary’ de-
scriptions from 20th century finding aids. Alternatively, purpose knowledge can help the expert user 
identify instances of ‘inclusive description’,63 where the archival organisation acknowledges descrip-
tive tensions around how the archival document was and is represented.

This ability to identify evidence of assumption or bias (and how this is addressed by the archival 
organisation) can help the expert user become more aware of other influences on the archival doc-
ument as well. Influences include the level by which the archival evidence is constrained through 
the archival organisation’s selection, positioning and description of the archival document, the 
portrayal of original authors64 and subject matter, the agenda displayed in the archival organisa-
tion’s custodial practices65 or the role of the archivist in determining access.66 There may also be 
influences outside of the archival organisation’s control, such as ‘the personal agenda of visitors 
and users and the wider economic and social contexts within which the institution operates’.67 
Identifying evidence of assumption or bias can create a greater awareness of the potential range of 
‘custodial contradictions’68 in relation to an archival organisation’s stewardship practices, partic-
ularly those around ‘positionality, subjectivity and representation’.69 This can help the expert user 
to usefully question their own reaction to the archival organisation as a place and whether they see 
it as a ‘safe space in which to explore…feelings and histories’70 with archivists who mitigate ‘the 
injustice documented by the records’71 or a location that projects ‘epistemic violence’72 with archi-
vists perpetuating ‘endemic bias’.73 Regardless of the reaction, greater awareness of assumption 
or bias within the archival organisation can help the expert user to understand how the archival 
organisation considers and presents the ‘human in the record’74 and how it may intentionally or 
unintentionally restrict access to people who live or understand differently.

Purpose knowledge can facilitate the identification of gaps in archival understanding that may bias or 
hinder research
While the notion of archival context is embedded in archival principles and variously dis-
cussed in archival discourse75, the tangle of context, content and meaning influencing the 
archival document within an archival organisation can still be a ‘foreign country’ to many us-
ers.76 This can increase the methodological, conceptual and practical ‘divides and disconnects’ 
that have traditionally existed between historians and archivists.77 Purpose knowledge can 
help users to address some of their potential gaps around archival knowledge and ask, ‘how 
do I perceive the archival document contextually?’ This can help them to further explore the 
organisational context and associated subjectivities78 that influenced its original meaning as a 
record while still being aware that subsequent archival selection, organisation and description 
can fall somewhere between ‘objective science’ and ‘subjective response’.79

Yakel and Torres80 state there are three distinct forms of knowledge required to work effec-
tively with primary sources: domain knowledge (knowledge of the research subject), artefac-
tual literacy (‘the ability to interpret records and assess their value as evidence’), and archival 
intelligence (knowledge of ‘archival principles, practices, and institutions’). However, history 
as a discipline ‘does not have a consensual way to investigate and write about what happened’81 
and many expert users can ‘muddle through with a variety of individual strategies’82 when 
researching large amounts of archival material. For expert users, in-depth understanding 
of the organisations, processes, systems and people involved in the history of the archival 
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document and its cultivation83 or co-creation84 by the archival organisation can result in 
greater understanding of the various meanings that can be gained from it. For instance, it can 
help to identify the custodial, legal, political and social reasons why the archival document is 
represented the way it is by the archival organisation and the levels of its ‘mediated nature’.85 It 
can also help identify the impacts of different people (such as creator, curator, stakeholder and 
user) had on the archival document in terms of why it was selected and how it was described.

Purpose knowledge can also aid the further development of a user’s artefactual literacy 
and archival intelligence, helping the user to identify potential gaps or bias in content, collec-
tion, or cataloguing (such as evidence of unrecognised colonial thinking in archival descrip-
tions) that may cause misunderstanding or feelings of exclusion for some user groups. Purpose 
knowledge can also help the expert user to establish what these issues may mean in relation 
to their research. For instance, whether issues were caused by poor recordkeeping practice or 
systemic bias from the organisations who created or hosted the archival document as a record, 
or because these organisations considered the content out of scope.

Purpose knowledge helps to assist with identifying the validity of tacit narratives and new imaginings
Research involving archives and discussion of tacit narratives and new imaginings can often 
consider the interaction between user and archival document.86 This can open opportunities 
for exploring related topics such as access, diversity, inspiration, inclusion or participation87 
as well as silences and traces:88 ‘there must be a reckoning with more than evidence of what is 
past… there is also story, there is imagination and there is future’.89 However, discussion of 
tacit narratives and new imaginings involving the archival document still needs to be balanced 
with the purposes and concerns90 set around the archival document as a record. This is so users 
out of their own ‘cognitive individualism’91 don’t move past consideration of ‘what it may 
have been’ and ‘what it could mean for us now’ to ‘what we want it to mean, regardless’. This 
is particularly applicable when interacting with archival documents that present a ‘profound 
paradox’ in that they can both ‘maintain a repressive regime and… hold that regime account-
able’92 (for example, records of state care or land records). Purpose knowledge can help expert 
users reflect on whether their research with the archival document addresses the document’s 
created and intended purposes or overlooks these purposes in the need to prove other points.

An awareness of purpose knowledge can also help expert users to become more aware of the 
different areas where they may need to judicially reconstruct meaning around archival documents, 
transparently describe the known and unknown, and voice any assumptions and known bias in 
their research.93 It may also help the expert user to demonstrate awareness of archival gaps such 
as ‘missing links, both literal and figurative’94 within holdings metadata and finding aids. These 
aspects can help expert users to keep in mind the processes employed by more traditional archi-
val praxis, the ‘implied explicitness’ that can come from associated arrangement and description, 
and the archival document’s perceived levels of ‘documentary truthfulness’95 because of these two 
influences. For instance, by being aware that when reading through lists of selected holdings that 
often much more was destroyed than kept, and that ‘all archival collections are compendia of 
silences’.96 Purpose knowledge can therefore aid understanding of the connection or disconnection 
between the archival document and its intended and actual purposes.

Purpose knowledge can support research around the user’s interaction with the archival document
The four perceptions of  purpose model and discussion around purpose knowledge can sup-
port future research relating to the user’s interaction with the archival document. To date, 
this type of  research has been only occasionally discussed in western archival discourse par-
ticularly, Yakel and Torres’s seminal work on expert users and their information behaviour: 
AI: Archival Intelligence and User Expertise.97 Other research articles and theses around 
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users and records and archives exist,98 but many aspects remain unstudied,99 or are discussed 
in non-archival disciplines such as management and organisation studies.100

Applied knowledge of the four perceptions of purpose may also be able to contribute to a 
range of research processes in historical and qualitative research, particularly that involving 
information use behaviour and/or reflexivity. For example, purpose knowledge could enhance 
practices around narrative enquiry101 and historiographical reflexivity102 as well as ethnography, 
autobiography and autoethnography.103 Purpose knowledge can also help in the development 
of effective search strategies relating to the expert users’ own domain knowledge104 or in the 
creation of further opportunities to support inclusive practice.105 Additionally, it can support 
thinking around qualitative research methods relating to the document and its social affect, 
and influence thinking around discourse analysis.106 That is, it could inform questions raised by 
reflexive discourse analysis around the archival document, particularly, ‘how do we know what 
we think we know about the socio-political role of the discourse and knowledge we produce?’107

Conclusion
This article introduces four perceptions of purpose that could be applied to the archival docu-
ment within an archival organisation, particularly by expert users. These can be summarised as 
the perception of the archival document’s created purpose (it is what it is), the perception of the 
archival document’s intended purpose (it is what the creating or host organisation attests it as), 
the perception of the archival document’s articulated purpose (it is what the archival organisa-
tion presents it as), and the perception of the archival document’s projected purpose (it is what 
the user signifies it as).

This model is intended to stimulate further discourse around the user and their interac-
tion with the archival document, such as those involving the different descriptive contexts, 
gaps and potential meanings surrounding the archival document and the user’s own critical 
reflections around these. Ideally, an awareness of purpose knowledge will help expert users to 
deepen their understanding of how the archival document is created and used as a record and 
selected and presented as an archive and use this understanding to inform their own research.

More generally, this article may support archival praxis through a model that encour-
ages clearer communication of  notions around western archival practice108 as well as the 
better expression of  understanding between archival organisations and their expert users 
in various ways.109 It may also help archival organisations to explain and contextualise 
their roles and services around the archival document with greater transparency, espe-
cially when faced with the multiple narratives that can be presented of, by or for the 
individuals, groups and organisations that create, re-create, represent and champion the 
archival document. For example, by applying specific crowd-sourced user understandings 
of  purpose knowledge to forms of  archival description. While the archival document is 
not always a neutral representation of  ‘all the past’, it does still represent a trace of  some 
of  it. Archivists, historians and others are calling for ‘new epistemologies’110 around archi-
val research and praxis that reduce ‘the great silence between archivists and historians’111 
when it comes to understanding the archival document as a record. This model will help 
to support such calls.
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REFLECTION ARTICLE

Hunters and Collectors: The Work of ABC's News 
Libraries Across Archives and TV News Production

Benjamin Pask

Australian Broadcasting Corporation, Sydney, NSW, Australia

Abstract

This reflection aims to acknowledge and celebrate the work of the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation’s TV News Libraries in the wake of their closure in December 2022 as part of 
an ABC Archives restructure.

Keywords: Television; News; Australian Broadcasting Corporation

Television news libraries have two primary functions: to archive news/current affairs 
content and to supply audiovisual material for reporters to tell their stories. Working 
across the disparate sectors of archives and news production, the scope of their work 

may not be fully appreciated by either. With ABC closing its TV News Libraries in December 
2022, I wish to acknowledge their achievements by presenting an overview of their duties and 
to reflect upon my time as a News Library Cataloguer and Researcher based in ABC’s Ultimo 
Centre in Sydney. This is a reflection on my singular experiences in the role, and does not seek 
to represent the corporation nor my former colleagues.

The archival work undertaken by News Libraries focused around collecting three strands 
of audiovisual material: off-air recordings of news/current affairs broadcasts, ‘edit master’ 
versions of news/current affairs stories, and the raw material generated in the process of 
newsgathering. 

Unlike off-air recordings, edit master versions of  stories are ‘clean’ copies without 
‘supers’ (i.e., on-screen text identifying personalities, locations, etc.). Audio elements may 
be split across separate channels, making it possible for editors reusing parts of  these sto-
ries to mute a reporter or contributor’s voice while retaining natural background sound. 
These features make edit masters a useful production asset, and they were catalogued with 
considerable detail.

The expansion of news/current affairs into online media presented a challenge to News 
Libraries, with stories frequently published in several iterations across multiple platforms and 
bulletins. This required libraries to identify and retain the optimal version of a story, which 
may be the longest version, or that with the most unique ABC-owned material.
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News Libraries also selected raw camera material to retain as library assets, a process that 
involved removing superfluous content (e.g., ‘colour bar’ test patterns), adding metadata, 
applying standardized naming and archiving to protected folders. When I joined the ABC in 
2009, TV News was transitioning to tapeless production and the Library was selecting material 
from a handful of camera tapes and files every day. The volume of material passing through 
ABC newsrooms expanded massively over the past decade, and at my time of departure in 
December 2022, we were selecting from over 200 items daily in Sydney alone. This included 
not only footage shot by ABC’s outstanding news crews in Australia and across the world, but 
those of other newsgathering services – public service and commercial – who share footage 
as part of news pool agreements. This ‘pool footage’ can often be retained, reused and sold in 
the same way as that originating from ABC crews and forms a sizable part of this collection.

News Libraries were attached to ABC newsrooms in state and territory capitals across Aus-
tralia. Each library collected material unique to their location, with librarians bringing local 
knowledge to their selection and cataloguing of raw media. Special mention must be made of 
Canberra’s News Library, whose exhaustive collection of Australian federal politics comple-
ments the work carried out by the Parliamentary Library. Each state and territory library’s 
collection can be accessed by their counterparts across the country.

ABC News Libraries’ collection of raw media neatly illustrates the critical importance of 
professionally applied metadata. Consider, for instance, the news pool helicopter that takes 
off  from Sydney every day to gather an hour or two of footage through the bubble-mounted 
camera on its undercarriage. Its meandering journey tends to be dominated by the waterways 
over which aviation law dictates the chopper must, where possible, fly. There is limited value in 
retaining this daily flight in its unexamined raw state but identifying, isolating and adding rele-
vant metadata to any news events recorded (e.g., a flood in a specific location, a road accident 
or a crime scene), as well as any notable footage captured along the way (e.g., a wedge-tailed 
eagle soaring on the updraft of a bushfire, a new suburb springing up along the urban fringe, 
a Royal Australian Navy (RAN) warship sailing to dock at Garden Island) can convert this 
rough material into a valued resource. Experienced News Librarians took their knowledge 
of the existing collection to the practice of selection, seeking to retain material that updated 
and expanded the archive, maximizing the value of footage shot by newsgathering crews, and 
broadening the resources at hand when responding to journalists’ requests for footage. 

This collection may be the News Libraries’ greatest legacy. It is not only a valuable production 
asset, but a national treasure offering an unfiltered window into Australian life, from bushfires 
and pandemics to leadership spills and mullet festivals. It is an order of magnitude more objective 
than broadcast news, largely avoiding accusations of bias directed at edited storytelling. There 
are, of course, factors influencing what a camera operator records and what a News Library opts 
to retain, but there is an undeniable streak of veracity running through this collection. 

The Libraries’ professional selection practices and application of metadata transformed 
this raw media into a legacy of hundreds of thousands of archival assets. This is not some 
rarely opened vault representing bygone times, but a living collection in constant expansion 
and daily use. You can see some of it this evening, on the 7pm News.

Library footage is a major and essential component of  television news and current affairs, 
and ABC News Library researchers worked rostered shifts across mornings, evenings and 
weekends to support different bulletins and supply this footage to content makers. Library 
footage is present in most news/current affairs stories. It is the crime scene shown in a report 
on a court case; it is the accused walking outside court and the aerial shot of  a prison used 
in a later report on their sentencing. It constitutes the majority of  many types of  story: 
obituaries, political retirements, ‘backgrounders’ on historical or current events, or profiles 
of  public figures.
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Research requests for library footage came from journalists, editors or producers and were 
immensely variable in scope, scale and subject. A politics reporter may ask for a specific quote 
(‘… can I have Tony Burke’s presser from 1 November 2022, when he says…’) or a non-specific 
quote (‘… can I have a cabinet minister saying something like…’) and so a working knowledge 
of Hansard and awareness of speech transcript resources was useful. Reporters may request 
a specific location (‘… can I have federal parliament exteriors…’) or a specific location with a 
qualitative modifier (‘… can I have a guilty building shot of federal parliament…’). A ‘guilty 
building’ describes a low-angle shot in crepuscular conditions, possibly with some unidenti-
fiable silhouetted ne’er-do-wells in the frame. ‘Guilty building’ shots of federal parliament, it 
will surprise no-one to learn, are of greater value to a News Library than a ‘hopeful’ shot of 
the building bathed in a glorious rose-tinted sunrise.

Despite the breadth of ABC’s own archives, it was often necessary to search for footage 
outside the corporation. ABC has usage agreements with several international press agencies, 
while C-SPAN and the White House’s YouTube channel became increasingly useful as cov-
erage of USA politics ballooned over recent years. State and federal parliamentary libraries 
were an outstanding resource, while user-generated content (UGC) also had its place, particu-
larly in events such as natural disasters where smartphone-wielding first responders and local 
residents recorded dramatic pictures ahead of news crews. 

News Librarians had to be cognisant of  any rights or restrictions related to footage 
sought by content-makers, holding third-party (i.e., non-ABC) material up to particular 
scrutiny. Footage germane to a story may be permissible under Fair Dealing for reporting 
of  News,1 but this is by no means a universal get-out clause allowing kleptomaniacal foot-
age-grabbing. ABC newsrooms have access to a legal team with rights expertise, but out-
side of  core business hours such advice was often provided by News Library researchers.

Third-party material frequently brought technical difficulties alongside rights issues. ABC 
News Library researchers became adept at the messy business of downloading embedded 
online videos and wrangling these troublesome files into news production systems. News 
Librarians demonstrated expertise across these systems, troubleshooting technical issues and 
facilitating file transfers between ABC sites. 

‘Overlay’ became an increasingly common term in research requests after the launch of 
ABC’s 24-hour news channel in 2010. ‘Overlay’ describes establishing footage of a news event, 
location or personality that will overlay (i.e., be screened over) a reporter, presenter or inter-
view subject’s voice. Preferred overlay of a personality shows them walking, working at a desk 
or close-mouthed in a cutaway from a press conference. Close-mouthed because, if  they are 
shown talking, it can lead to the dissonant ‘goldfishing’ effect where the voiceover appears to 
originate from the subject’s lips. 

With its busy roster of guests and experts, ABC’s news channel had a constant hunger for 
overlay, with some typical requests as follows:

‘We’ve got the amphibian keeper from Taronga Zoo on the 11am bulletin. We’re gonna need 
some overlay of Australia’s threatened frog species’. This is a straightforward one – find the 
frogs.

‘There’s a population expert coming on. Can we please get overlay of, um, people doing… stuff, 
I guess?’ A vague request like this can be deceptively tricky. ABC News endeavours to repre-
sent Australia in all its diversity, and the researcher must reflect this in their choices. 

Mark Seymour from Hunters & Collectors is coming onto The Drum this evening to talk 
about the state of live music in Australian cities. Can we please get some of their video 
clips, maybe some live performances, and some recent pics of newer bands playing smaller 
venues?
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Time to dive into the Rage database for those music videos, as well as searching for any 
performances on programs such as Countdown while checking for any library footage showing 
the live music scene around Australia.

‘Our guest at Midday will be discussing Australia Day. Can we please get some celebrations, 
maybe some barbecues, Hottest 100 parties, some Invasion Day protests, and some shots of the 
First Fleet arriving?’ Yes, yes, yes, yes and… a News Library researcher should try to avoid 
saying ‘no’. We could, then, explain that the First Fleet arrived a century or so before the 
moving image while offering some footage of historical drawings and watercolours depicting 
the colonists’ landing.

Television news is unpredictable. Research will be busy, and it will be last minute. 
ABC’s Ultimo Centre in Sydney houses a videotape vault two floors above the News 
Library’s former location. Sometimes, when a story breaks with minutes to the bulletin, 
that archival vault airlock takes twice as long as usual to open and those compactus 
handles cannot spin fast enough before the researcher runs, tape in hand and gasping 
for breath, to ingest that much-needed library footage into the news system with seconds 
to spare and an impatient phone ringing. Television newsrooms can crackle with energy, 
and there were many occasions when the News Library phone was lifted to hear a voice 
shaking with adrenaline.

Perhaps the Archives and Manuscripts reader shudders at this. I know that I did. When set-
ting out on a career in archives I had an image of myself  alone with a Steenbeck2 and stack 
of film cans in a dimly lit room, engrossed in contemplative, detail-oriented work. I dreaded 
scenarios like that of the previous paragraph and was hesitant to take a position in the News 
Library. It could be high-adrenaline, high-stakes work. I did not want to ‘break the news’ (in 
the sense of somehow preventing it from going to air). 

And so I was astonished to find myself  loving it. I loved hearing that adrenalized voice on 
the other end of the phone melt with relief  as we got the library footage to make their story. I 
loved seeing our work on ABC’s flagship news and current affairs programs moments after we 
had provided it. I loved being part of the stories that defined our nation – gathering around a 
newsroom monitor as a prime minister is usurped, helping an editor find the perfect shot to 
bring a lead story to life, or smelling bushfire smoke as I passed a reporter’s desk – but most of 
all I loved working with my fellow News Librarians. This team of great experience and diverse 
expertise was supportive, collaborative and indefatigable in their commitment to finding the 
best possible footage to tell a news story.

At least twenty archive professionals lost ABC News Library positions at the end of 2022, 
with management pushing a self-service research model onto newsrooms, and much of their 
archival work shifted to automated processes. I wish my few remaining colleagues the best in 
the challenging circumstances of their continuing employment, and hope that these cuts do 
not precipitate the decline in journalistic and archival standards anticipated by ALIA, the 
ASA,3 and many other individuals and professional organisations.

Notes

	 1.	 Australian Copyright Council, Information Sheet G079v09, p. 4, available at https://www.copyright.org.au/
browse/book/ACC-Fair-Dealing:-What-Can-I-Use-Without-Permission-INFO079, accessed 18 January 
2023. 

	 2.	 Steenbeck is a brand of film editor machine favoured by film archives for viewing 16 mm and 35 mm film 
material, available at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steenbeck, accessed 18 January 2023. 

	 3.	 Australian Library and Information Association: Open letter on proposed cuts to ABC library and archive 
professional roles, available at https://www.alia.org.au/Web/News/Articles/2022/June-2022/Open-letter-on-
proposed-cuts-to-ABC.aspx, accessed 19 January 2023.
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REFLECTION ARTICLE

Archiving Visual Effects: Filling a Digital Void in the 
Documented Memory of Film and Television

Evanthia Samaras

University of Technology Sydney

Abstract

Digital visual effects emerged onto cinema screens during the mid-20th century and have now 
become an essential feature of contemporary film and television production. Notwithstand-
ing the rise and prominence of visual effects in the telecinematic discourse as a key visual 
storytelling tool, there is currently a visual effects gap in audiovisual archival collections, 
and a digital void in the documented memory of film and television. Why are there no visual 
effects records in our moving image archives?
This reflection will explore the above question by sharing some findings from my doctoral 
research about records and archiving in the global film and television visual effects industry.

Keywords: Archives; Film; Special effects; Television; Visual effects.

Introduction
Before entering the archive profession in 2013, I muddled my way through various media ad-
vertising and production jobs following the completion of a media production undergraduate 
degree. Despite my failings to establish a genuine career in the media industry, my affinity for 
screen production did not waver. So, when a new screen animation and visual effects school 
opened at the University of Technology Sydney, I jumped at the opportunity to join its re-
search cohort to undertake a PhD about visual effects records and archiving.

For almost 4 years, I embarked on an inclusive doctoral research study with the film and 
television visual effects industry to document its unique recordkeeping landscape. My goal was 
to determine how improvements (which align to archival theory and methods and established 
cultural heritage collection practices) could be effectively adopted in the industry, to support the 
ongoing business of visual effects production and to encourage the formation of archive collec-
tions. As part of the research, I investigated the collections of 10 major international film and 
television archives to determine if they were collecting visual effects material. I was surprised to 
discover that visual effects records are barely seen in any of their collections. How could this be?

While visual effects copyright plays a sizeable role, my research uncovered other reasons, 
all of which I will present in this reflection, to illuminate and hopefully explain why – despite 
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having existed as part of mainstream film and television production for decades – visual effects 
records have not been duly archived to date.

Before embarking further into this reflection, some terminology requires addressing. Visual 
effects and special effects are terms used in the context of film and television production to denote 
‘artificially contrived effects designed to create the illusion of real (or imagined) events’.1 In con-
temporary industry vernacular, ‘visual effects’ or ‘VFX’ are the processes through which imagery 
is digitally altered, created, or enhanced, while ‘special effects’ or ‘SFX’ are practical effects that 
are physically implemented directly on set and captured during the live-action shoot. Given con-
temporary visual effects work is inherently a digital creative and technical process, predictably, 
records of the visual effects industry are predominately created and managed in digital formats.

Now that the lingo has been established, I will now provide a very brief  history of visual 
effects to provide important context and illustrate its long-standing place within telecinematic 
discourse,2 history, and culture.

A brief overview of visual effects
The very first example of digital effects in a film is the opening credits of Alfred Hitchcock’s 
1958 film Vertigo. Tom Sito describes the computer animation sequence as ‘complicated graph-
ics that spiral out from still photos of actress Kim Novak’s eyes, all set to the eerie music of Ber-
nard Hermann’.3 The designer of the sequence, Saul Bass, insisted that the spirals be accurate 
and not be drawn freehand. John Whitney was hired to help Bass bring his design into fruition 
by developing an animation rig using a World War II, 850-lbs anti-aircraft targeting computer.4

Following this innovation, many others soon followed from Whitney and other digital 
pioneers such as Douglas Trumball and John Dykstra; until digital technologies started to 
become more standardized, and audiences began to grow accustomed to digital visual effects 
through the success of science fiction films such as 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), Westworld 
(1973), and Star Wars (1977).5

As Shilo McClean indicates, it was during the 1980s that the use of digital visual effects 
began to really take off, through accelerated advancements in computer software and hard-
ware.6 Then, in the 1990s, as the technologies became more affordable, the digital spectacles 
accelerated and translated to lucrative box office success through titles, such as Terminator 2: 
Judgement Day (1991) and Jurassic Park (1993), as well as Toy Story (1995), which was the 
first feature film produced entirely from computer animation technology.7,8

While practical special effects are still adopted, in the 21st century, visual effects are now a 
commonplace and necessary feature of film and television. As the Executive Creative of Zoic 
Studios says, ‘Creative crossover between feature film and television is reaching its peak, […] 
upp[ing] the game in creative visual problem-solving for VFX […]’.9

Overall, the visual effects industry holds both financial and cultural importance in Austral-
asia and other regions of the world. On average, 20–25% of production budgets are spent on 
visual effects.10 In 2019, the global visual effects services market worth was $3.9 billion USD 
and is forecasted to reach $8.9 billion by the end of 2026.11 The industry employs thousands of 
digital artists to generate imagery for wide-reaching media content for big and small screens. 
Using an array of ever-developing digital technologies, commercial software, and bespoke 
tools and code; visual effects practitioners craft and combine 3D models, animations, environ-
ments, and lighting elements output as ‘shots’12 for film and television productions.

Searching for digital visual effects records in moving image collections
For my research, I searched for visual effects records in the following libraries, archives, and 
museums (LAMs), selected for their extensive experience in collecting moving image records, 
and their availability of resources in the English language (see Table 1).
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When my searches across catalogs and available literature proved inconclusive, I emailed 
collection specialists from the LAMs to obtain definitive information about whether they had 
digital visual effects records in their collections.

Through the investigation, I found that the LAMs appear to have a proclivity to acquire 
material film and television effects-related records and artifacts (this even applies to records 
about digital visual effects). Examples include production photographs of models and sets13; 
film still prints featuring visual effects14; correspondence, scripts, illustrations, and budgets 
concerning special effects15,16; breakdown documents about scenes requiring special effects17; 
original hand-drawn sketches for various matte shots18; camera and projection devices and 
equipment such as Dave Drzewiecki’s horizontal VistaVision projectors and 35 mm film clips 
used on various film effects shots.19

The limited examples of digital visual effects records I could identify included a showreel 
from VFX company Animal Logic in Media Exchange Format (.mxf) and MPEG-4 (.mp4) 
formats at NFSA,20 and VFX image sequences in Digital Picture Exchange (.dpx) format from 
two film projects in the Eye Film Museum collection.21

In addition, records from a single film or television title tended to be dispersed between stu-
dio archives, university and public LAMs, and private collections. For example, when search-
ing for relevant Star Trek records, I had no luck in finding any digital visual effects records. 
However, I did find that the hand-crafted U.S.S. Enterprise Model from the original Star Trek 
television series is held in the Smithsonian’s National Air and Space Museum collection.22 A 
photo mechanical print of the Enterprise model is located at the Academy’s Margaret Herrick 
Library.23 An original matte painting from the series can be found at the commercial Science 
Fiction Archives in Hollywood,24 and numerous other matte paintings from the various iter-
ations of the television series have been sold to private collectors at auction. Furthermore, 
the UCLA Library has a unique collection of hardcopy production papers from Dan Curry, 
the Visual Effects Producer of Star Trek: The Next Generation, Star Trek: Deep Space Nine, 
Star Trek: Voyager, and Star Trek: Enterprise.25 With all these Star Trek records being geo-
graphically dispersed among multiple collecting institutions, provenance and original order 
are considerably compromised.

Why are contemporary, digital visual effects records missing from LAM collections? The 
following section of the reflection will explore this question by presenting 4 reasons.

Table 1.  Libraries, archives, and museums investigated

Name Country

Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences’ Film Archive, Museum and the 
Margaret Herrick Library

United States of America

Australian Centre for the Moving Image (ACMI) Australia

British Film Institute (BFI) United Kingdom

Deutsche Kinemathek Germany

Eye Film Museum Netherlands

Institut national de l’audiovisuel (INA) France

Lucas Museum of Narrative Art United States of America

National Film and Sound Archive of Australia (NFSA) Australia

University of California Los Angeles (UCLA) Film and TV Archive and Library United States of America

University of Southern California (USC) School of Cinematic Arts collections 
including Hugh M. Hefner Moving Image Archive

United States of America
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Reason 1. Copyright and intellectual property
Copyright legislation in both Australia and the USA indicates that the producer of a film or 
television project (generally a studio, network, or streaming platform) is the ‘owner’ of the 
project’s visual effects work. The work of visual companies and their staff  is considered ‘work 
made for hire’.26 In the Unites States, work made for hire projects has a copyright period of 
120 years after creation or 95 years after publication, whichever is shorter.27

Because the studios, networks, and streaming platforms are the ‘owners’ of film and tele-
vision visual effects work, the visual effects records are considered their intellectual property. 
Hence, it is not in their economic interest to make their records available freely to archives. 
For example, Disney Marvel employs Digital Asset Coordinators to help the studio collate 
and organize their ‘asset’28 records and associated metadata in their Marvel Asset Library.29 
Collecting the asset records protects their intellectual property and helps facilitate their reuse 
on multiple films. As a visual effects practitioner explained to me:

Anything that is a franchise [the studios] will care [about], so on Deadpool they really want 
their stuff, they want all the effects for X-Men. Whereas something like True Grit [the studio 
will] not ask for their snake. Because they don’t care.30

However, given the fast rate of  technology obsolescence, digital files are unlikely to be 
readable and usable after a decade. So, their value to the studios, networks, and stream-
ing platforms will quickly diminish. If  placed in custody of  an archive with established 
digital preservation programs, digital visual effects records are more likely to be managed, 
preserved, and accessible over time, than if  they remain under their owner’s control. This 
approach is also supported by the fact that there is already an established precedent for 
film and television records to be donated to publicly accessible LAMs. For instance, the 
University of  Southern California has a huge collection of  Warner Bros. paper records in 
their collection.31

Arguably, copyright and intellectual property are major factors contributing to the lack of 
available visual effects collections. However, there are other reasons, which I uncovered during 
my research.

Reason 2.  Acquisition policies:  The missing backbone
As the Canadian Council of Archives describes, a collection policy, or acquisition policy, is:

[An] instrument which provides the archival institution with the direction for making 
appraisal and acquisition decisions and allocating resources. It is the backbone around 
which the archival institution can acquire comprehensive holdings in a planned, coordi-
nated, and systematic manner.32

Without this ‘backbone’, it would be difficult for visual effects records to be identified and 
transferred into collections. Hence, as part of my research I examined, if  ‘visual effects’ were 
mentioned in the acquisition policies of my selected 10 moving image LAMs. I located poli-
cies for 8 of the 10 LAMs, and only one – the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, 
included a section on screen effects records: ‘Special effects demonstration reels and elements’ 
that were submitted as part of the Academy’s Scientific and Technical Awards.33 Disappoint-
ingly, these records solely relate to the development of visual effects software and tools. Visual 
effects records created for specific film and television production projects are completely miss-
ing from the policy.

Interestingly, policies from ACMI, BFI, EYE Filmmuseum, and NFSA do include remits to 
collect video games and/or immersive media (virtual, augmented, and mixed reality) – works 
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encompassing digital records that have the same, or similar qualities and technical require-
ments to film and television visual effects records.

In addition to copyright legislation and acquisition policies, the remaining two notions pre-
sented in this reflection diverge into the intangible realms of human psychology and culture.

Reason 3. Material records foster engagement and the numinous experience
Another reason to explain the lack of digital visual effects records in collections is that they do 
not foster engagement and the numinous experience, like material records do.

Emmanuel Tsekleves suggests that the ‘physical is deeply imprinted in our biological 
and psychological makeup’; hence, even though we live in a digital world, the appeal of 
analogue is more akin to who we are and ‘how we make sense of  our world’.34 In a study 
comparing user experiences with physical archival records and their digital surrogates, 
Anastasia Varnalis-Weigle found that material records tended to provide more engagement 
and provoked a stronger emotional response in accordance with the complexity and level 
of  interest in the record.35 It was also discovered that a numinous affect was only experienced 
with a physical object.36

Maines and Glynn describe the numinosity of an artifact as having a real or imagined asso-
ciation with a person, place, or event bestowed with ‘special sociocultural magic’ and which 
‘carries emotional weight with the viewer’.37 The numinous experience is transformative and 
mysterious, and the personal connection forged with an object not only manifests admiration 
and wonderment but can also produce ‘deep engagement, empathy or spiritual communion’.38 
For example, in a study about the numinosity of museum objects, Kiersten Latham noticed 
that all the participants were ‘deeply touched by the experience, describing connections that 
transcended memory, time, and self ’.39

Furthermore, interviews with VFX practitioners, which I conducted as part of my research, 
also revealed that they too have an affinity for physical records:

Visual effects people tend to hold in very high regard the people that do, special effects – 
practical special effects. Which is why, we love having like swords [or] prop[s] [from] film[s] 
that we worked on […] We love having these things around, that tangible aspect to it.40

The material record no doubt has some qualities that its immaterial, digital counterparts do 
not possess. What does this mean for an entire field of film and television production prac-
tice that predominately generates digital records? Will records of the visual effects industry 
ever appeal to LAM audiences? Perhaps more time needs to pass, so that there is more of a 
historical quality to the visual records. Yet, the longer we wait, the more likely the records 
will become unreadable and inaccessible due to technology progression and lack of available 
legacy tools and software.

Reason 4. VFX gets a bad rap (or is rendered invisible)
The final reason I would like to present to explain why digital visual effects records are miss-
ing from collections, relates to longstanding negative generalizations and erasure afforded to 
visual effects work.

As Sonya Teich notes, in the moment when Star Wars (1977) was awarded Best Visual 
Effects at the Academy Awards, it was also ‘being pointed to as the destroyer of the auteur 
renaissance’.41 Then, as digital visual effects flourished in the 1990s in films such as Jurassic 
Park (1993), they were considered by some as dwelling on ‘visual spectacle for its own sake’.42 
Visual effects during this time were described as ‘a hallucinatory excess’43, ‘an eclipse to narra-
tive, plot and character’44, and ‘the antithesis of narrative’.45
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These negative generalizations have continued to present day. For example, when describing 
Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015), Variety critic Brian Lowry indicates that the computer-gen-
erated imagery ‘wizardry’ has ‘become a curse’, and ‘while the results can be visually astound-
ing, the movies regularly feel as lifeless and mechanized as the technology responsible for 
bringing those visions to fruition’.46

Moreover, even film directors speak of them negatively:

While [JJ] Abrams touted 2015’s Star Wars: The Force Awakens as a return to the practical 
aesthetic of the original trilogy, roughly 2,100 shots in the film used VFX. In reference to 
2017’s Dunkirk, [Christopher] Nolan said: ‘The older techniques are working better. With 
visual effects, after a while the contemporary tricks look cheaper’.47

While visual effects have received negative critique, at the same time, it is often erased or 
unacknowledged – it is a hidden job.48 With regard to media coverage of visual effects work, 
Mihaela Mihailova highlights:

Crucial information, such as the nature, extent, and relative importance of animators and 
visual effects artists’ specific contributions is typically glossed over or completely omitted 
(except in specialized trade publications such as Cinefex and VFX World Magazine).49

Similarly, the extent of visual effects motion capture work required to bring computer-
generated characters to life can be brushed off. Actor and director Andy Serkis, known for 
his work as the Gollum character in the Lord of the Rings films and Caesar in the Planet of 
the Apes movies, has stated that ‘the authorship of performance – everything you watch on 
screen that you feel and think about a character – comes from the actor’.50 This act of claiming 
responsibility for the entire performance does not acknowledge that motion capture work is 
actually a collaboration between the actor and numerous visual effects artists.51

Overall, these generalizations and erasure of VFX labor spouted by film critics and practi-
tioners have unfortunately entered the collective societal psyche, affecting the comprehension 
and appreciation of visual effects work.

Visual effects are worthy of collecting
In this reflection, I have presented four reasons, uncovered during my doctoral research to 
explore why visual effects records have not been duly archived to date.

It is my hope that archivists, librarians, and curators will begin the journey toward address-
ing the visual effects gap in our film and television cultural heritage collections and realize 
that visual effects records are worthy of collecting. I encourage readers in these positions to 
make connections with studios, networks, streaming platforms, and visual effects companies 
to explore ways to document the memory of visual effects and collect and share visual effects 
records. So, the history and legacy of this significant half-century canon of our digital screen 
history and culture will not be lost and forgotten.
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Abstract

The Music and the First World War project was a First World War centenary project at the 
Australian War Memorial that involved the digitisation of a selection of diaries, letters, concert 
programs and 100 pieces of sheet music held in the Memorial’s collection. This article examines 
the process of developing the project, preparing the collections for digitisation and establishing 
a publishing framework for online release. The article also discusses some of the benefits of the 
project for telling the stories of each of these songs, their history and the performers involved.

Keywords: Digitisation; First World War; Music; Collection management databases; Arrangement and 
Description

This article focuses on the Music and the First World War project at the Australian War 
Memorial and is based on a conference paper that was delivered at the Australian 
Society of Archivists annual conference in 2021. The paper, and this article, outlined 

the development of the Music and the First World War project, preparation of the support-
ing collections for digitisation, and the establishment of a publishing framework to deliver 
the original project concept. The benefits of the project for telling the stories of each of the 
selected songs, their history and the performers involved will also be described. Also, incor-
porated into this article are some of the stories about the songs and the performers that were 
uncovered as part of the project.

The Music and the First World War project was based at the Research Centre of the Austra-
lian War Memorial (‘the Memorial’). The Research Centre collections include the Memorial’s 
official records; library collections, including sheet music; and personal diaries and letters.

The Music and the First World War project brought together the collections of diaries and let-
ters that contained strong musical references, concert programs and sheet music (Figures 1 and 2). 
It also commissioned modern recordings of 100 pieces of sheet music held in the Memorial’s col-
lection. At the heart of this project was the digitisation of these collections and displaying this 
material online in a meaningful way that allowed researchers to view the historical context of the 
performances and literature around a selection of 100 songs. The intention of the project was 
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Figure 1.  Excerpt from sheet music for ‘Somewhere a voice is calling me’.2

Figure 2.  Except from cover of sheet music for ‘Give me dear Australia’.3
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to make music of the First World War period more accessible to a wider audience. All elements 
of the Music and the First World War project were brought together as an online exhibition. The 
online exhibition deliverable can be accessed via the Memorial’s website.1

Work on the Music and the First World War project commenced in 2014. The project evolved 
out of research being undertaken at the time into the Research Centre collection to find stories 
relevant to music during the First World War period. There was interest in doing something 
with this research so that the knowledge could be shared and not disappear back into the 
archives. From the beginning, this was a very ambitious project that contained several outputs. 
In early 2017, the overall project was divided into four phases. At that time, it was estimated 
that the project would take another 2 years to complete.

The first phase of this project involved identifying diaries and letters in the Research Cen-
tre collection that mentioned titles of songs, references to musical performances or a strong 
connection with a musical performer or bandsman as well as printed sheet music or concert 
programs. A subject-based collection guide for sheet music held in the collection, related to the 
First World War, was also to be published online during this part of the project.

The second phase involved the online release of sound recordings specifically recorded for 
this project and the digitised version of associated collection items (diaries, letters, published 
sheet music and concert programs). This also included investigating and recording the connec-
tions between the collection items and people and publishing these online. During this phase 
of the project, short biographies for known entertainers and composers who served with the 
AIF were to be written and published online, particularly those who had been identified as 
members of battalion bands.

The third phase involved the presentation of research for the Music and the First World War 
project in the form of a display in the Research Centre. This also included investigating possi-
bilities for a data visualisation of the location of concerts, music performed, people involved 
and the music itself.

The fourth phase involved recording all the research produced in the First World War subject 
guide for future enquiries and digitisation projects, targeting the acquisition of specific sheet 
music titles not held in the collection and amending existing catalogue records if  required.

This was the original project plan. In the end, some of the deliverables outlined above were 
consolidated in other ways or removed from the project altogether.

At the time that this project commenced, the Research Centre was digitising diaries and 
letters for the major First World War centenary project, Anzac Connections. The initial collec-
tions required for the Music and the First World War project were digitised as part of the Anzac 
Connections project. This included 26 collections of diaries and letters that had belonged to 
bandsmen, musically trained individuals or connections to the role of music in war. An addi-
tional 31 pieces of sheet music belonging to Ernest Nicholls, a performer with The Aussies 
Concert Party at Perham Downs during the First World War, were also included.

The digitisation of these collections started in October 2014. Part of this digitisation pro-
cess required individually listing the contents of all selected collections down to item level and 
obtaining the appropriate copyright clearances. This listing process assisted with the discovery 
of the collections online. From beginning to end, given the complexities of some of these 
collections, the digitisation of these items took approximately 2 years to complete instead of 
the expected 6 months.

Among the collections digitised were the papers of Frank Reinhardt Fischer. Fischer was 
the brother of the Australian soprano Elsa Stralia who was performing in London during the 
First World War. He was also a talented singer and served with the 6th Battalion during the 
war. His collection of letters written to his family is full of references to well-known perform-
ers of the period, whom he met whenever he caught up with Elsa in England, and information 
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about the concerts that he organised. On 29 July 1918, he wrote, ‘there is no doubt that the 
Digger’s enjoy a bit of music’.4 Fischer was killed in France in September 1918.5 After his 
death, Charles Gould mentioned in a letter to Elsa Stralia, ‘Frank was beloved by the whole 
of our battalion, his splendid disposition and his voice made him the friend of us all when we 
were resting out of the line, and when we were fighting the enemy, his fearlessness and courage 
won the admiration of everyone’.6

It was Hector McLarty, however, who really summed up the effect of music on Australian 
soldiers. McLarty arrived on Gallipoli during the landing on 25 April 1915 and remained until 
the evacuation from Gallipoli on 20 December 1915. He was awarded the Military Medal on 
16 August 1917 for his actions and bravery in the field at Messines, Belgium. On 18 December 
1916, after 2 years of active service with the 3rd Field Artillery Brigade, McLarty wrote:

Inside the gun pit a warm cheery fire is burning. For the last four hours a phonograph has 
been enthralling us. The pit is an inviting spot … Round one side sit six soldiers, drinking 
in the music as if  it were the strains of a Celestial Band – to them it is. The glow of the fire 
reflects each face. Their appearance is not prepossessing, for dirt has seamed their faces and 
their ragged mud-splattered clothes are wonderful to behold. Each face has its different 
characteristics, but for all the moment, bear that far away look which indicates thoughts of 
home. Personally, I am enthralled. The phonograph has taken hold of my heart strings. You 
see we have been on the Somme for a long while. It has been pretty rough. I hope I never 
see another eight weeks like it. We are tired and just about at the end of our strength and a 
touch of music sends me half  mad.7

Only some of the 31 pieces that had belonged to Ernest Nicholls were included in the 100 
songs that were digitised and then professionally recorded for this project. The bulk of the 100 
pieces selected for the Music and the First World War project were digitised as an exhibition 
support project for the planned display in the Research Centre reading room.

At this time, the Memorial had a well-established procedure for clearing the copyright of 
unpublished archival records for digitising and publishing online, although not so much for 
published sheet music, and certainly not for recording this music. A new process for copyright 
clearances was required for this project. This involved liaising with the Australasian Perform-
ing Rights Association (APRA) to confirm the status of the songs selected and contacting 
publishing houses directly. In some instances, this required contacting publishing houses that 
had assumed the operations of long-defunct publishing houses. It was frustrating to find a 
great story about a song, confirm that it was held in the collection and then discover that it 
was still in copyright. This happened several times and each occurrence entailed a return to the 
drawing board. Eventually, a list of 100 songs was confirmed for the project. A list of some of 
these can be seen in Figure 3.

The pieces that were recorded were primarily selected due to references in diaries and letters 
written by soldiers from the First World War period or mentions in concert programs from 
the period. Others were selected if  there was a strong story associated with the item or if  it 
was representative of the sentiments of the period. Also selected were songs that were either 
written by a soldier serving in the Australian Imperial Force or which were owned by someone 
who used particular copies of the music during the war. There were also some songs selected 
because they were mentioned in Australian newspapers during the First World War period.

As you can imagine, these songs are quite different to the songs that we sing today but it 
was thought that these songs should be shared with a new generation of listeners so that they 
would not be forgotten. Some were, indeed, very much a product of their time but the major-
ity confirmed that a good song is always a good song, even over 100 years later. Songs like ‘A 
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Figure 3.  Selection of titles featured in the Music and the First World War project.8

Figure 4.  MimsyXG database interface showing different modules.
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perfect day’, which was written by Carrie Jacobs-Bond in 1909, published in 1910 and enor-
mously popular during the First World War period. The lyrics of this song relate sitting with 
your thoughts as the sun sets, reflecting on the joys of the day and saying farewell to friends. 
The song was performed by the composer herself  at American training camps during the First 
World War.9 The song went on to be described by some as the song of the 20th century, with 
reports that when it was at the height of its popularity it was not possible to go to a party in 
Australia without someone playing it or another of Jacobs-Bond’s songs at the end of the eve-
ning to signal that it was time for guests to leave.10 Jacobs-Bond is reported to have become the 
first female to make a million dollars from her music and she wrote the lyrics to this song while 
visiting friends in California.11 It was 3 months later, while driving across the Mojave Desert, 
that she came up with the melody.12

The collection management system that supported the project was the museum collection 
management system known as Mimsy XG (Figure 4). This database consists of several mod-
ules that inter-connect and allow links to be made between catalogue records, media records 
and people records. This database was also the Memorial’s main means of publishing collec-
tion data on the web, so getting a framework that delivered the original project concept was 
crucial.

This project included items from across three curatorial areas of the Memorial:

	 (1)	 Published Collections who manage the sheet music
	 (2)	 Sound Collections who manage the audio recordings
	 (3)	 Digitised Collections who manage the digitisation of the sheet music

Each of these curatorial areas required their own catalogue record for their derivative of each 
song title. This culminated in a total of 300 catalogue records.

Figure 5.  Database linkage model developed for catalogue records in MimsyXG.
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The project team brought a variety of skills together to produce the project with some mem-
bers having musical knowledge and others exhibiting technical skills with the database. The 
project required developing a model to explain the linkages to be made in MimsyXG (Figure 5) 
between catalogue records for the sound recordings, the digitised version of the sheet music 
and the physical copy of the sheet music. This was easier said than done as there were five 
versions of this model created before it was adopted. The reason for this was the intricacies of 
the project objective and its representation in the collection management database.

Each of these parts would have its own catalogue record and be linked together. The three 
catalogue records are linked together using a specific field in MimsyXG and a phrase to explain 
the type of relationship. The chosen phrases were adaptation, written piece, digital derivative 
and recording based on.

These phrases were crucial to the publishing framework as they had to be unique in order to 
ensure that there was no impact on other parts of the collection management system or that 
catalogue records unrelated to the project were not included when the catalogue records were 
published online.

The database linkage model shown in Figure 6 illustrates the links for other supporting col-
lections that added to the story of the selected pieces. Another model was developed to make 
these links. The aim was to clearly show the connections to each piece of sheet music. The big-
gest collections which related to the sheet music were the concert programs found in Published 
Collections. It was known that some people performed specific songs at particular concerts 
and that the programs for these concerts were held in the collection. These were linked to and 
from the relevant sheet music using the phrase ‘Subject’.

A decision was made to not link performers directly to the sheet music catalogue records. It 
was felt that there was more flexibility in linking concert programs to the sheet music because 
in doing so, it was not implied that the digitised copy of the sheet music was used in the 

Figure 6.  Database linkage model developed for supporting collections in MimsyXG.
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rendition by each performer. These were linked to concert programs using the phrase ‘subject’. 
The corresponding link from the concert programs used the phrase ‘mentions’.

Some of these linkages became very complicated, but none more so than the database link-
age model developed specifically for parodies. This model combined the existing two linkage 
models for catalogue records in MimsyXG. It defined the relationships between the physical 
collection record, the sound recording and the digital version as well as the related object, 
which is the parody. There were three parodies included in the project and each one of them 
required developing a visual model like the diagram in Figure 4, to ensure that the relationship 
phrases were entered correctly into the database.

The diagram in Figure 7 is the most complicated of the parody models as both the original 
song and the parody were recorded for ‘It’s a long, long way to Tipperary’. For ‘It’s a long way 
back to Sydney’, four relationship phrases were required rather than the usual three, because 
it is based on a combination of original music and parody lyrics. Both had to be accounted for 
in the links. This diagram was originally created and used with different colours signifying the 
different catalogue records. For the purposes of this article, the diagram is in black and white. 
The top half  relates to the original song ‘It’s a long, long way to Tipperary’. There are several 
boxes that include a relationship phrase of ‘recording based on’, ‘subject’, ‘written piece’ and 
‘adaptation’, and these are linked back to other boxes representing the corresponding cata-
logue record. The bottom half  relates to the parody titled ‘It’s a long way back to Sydney’ and 
it also illustrates the relationship phrases adopted.

Originally, bright green squares showed the phrases used for the digital version, pale blue 
squares related to the sound recording and charcoal grey boxes related to the physical copy of 
the sheet music for ‘It’s a long, long was to Tipperary’. The mid-blue boxes related to phrases 
used in ‘It’s a long way back to Sydney’, for the digital version, the bright yellow boxes related 
to the physical copy of the lyrics, and the pale green boxes related to the sound recording.

Figure 7.  Parody Database Linkage Model showing linkages for the song ‘It’s a long, long way 
to Tipperary’ and the parody ‘It’s a long way back to Sydney’.
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As a side note, this parody became so popular that it was published in a Swedish 
magazine during 1915 and then re-published in an Australian newspaper for the Scandi-
navian migrant community.13 Many soldiers were also sending the lyrics for the parody 
home in their letters, and these were also published by many local newspapers around 
Australia.14

The three individual models described above all came together in MimsyXG. Figure 8 features 
excerpts from the collection database showing the relationship phrases as they were used in 
the linked object field on the catalogue records for the classifications of Sound, Published 
Collections and Digitised Collection.

Figure 8.  Linked object field collection database excerpts from catalogue records for ‘A Per-
fect Day’.

Figure 9.  Media and linked media field excerpt from catalogue record for ‘A Perfect Day’.
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Figure 9 features an excerpt from the catalogue record for the physical copy of  the sheet 
music for the song ‘A perfect day’. Underneath the image, a highlighted box of  a bell with 
sound and a camera can be seen. This indicates that media has been linked to the catalogue 
record.

One of the most important things achieved during this project relates back to the original 
concept of displaying the original sheet music and the sound recording together. This was not 
something that had been done for any project prior to this and it presented a new set of chal-
lenges. It was not known how to refer to a sound recording on a catalogue record that was just 
for a physical copy of the sheet music. Using the linked media functionality of MimsyXG, it 
was possible to combine the music and image all on the one record while still maintaining the 
links to other relevant records. However, as this was a new process, this meant changing the 
web rules so that the newly added images and Mp3 recording would show up on a record that 
was usually designed only for text.

The result of  this was that the catalogue record for the physical version of  each song 
now displays on the web with digital images of  the sheet music displaying at the very top, 
ahead of  information and a description of  the physical copy. Underneath the description 
that includes information about the song and its composers is the historical description sec-
tion that was created for this project. The historical description features information about 
performances of  this song during the First World War and references the linked objects 
that mention the song such as concert programs and the individuals who performed the 
song during this period. There is also a link to download a copy of  the sheet music and an 
embedded copy of  the sound recording. An example of  this can be seen in Figure 10 which 

Figure 10.  Elements that display on the online version of the catalogue record for the song ‘A 
Perfect Day’.
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Figure 11.  Related information: objects, subjects and people for physical copy of the sheet 
music for ‘A Perfect Day’.

shows the elements described above as they appear on the online version of  the catalogue 
record for ‘A Perfect Day’.

Another section of  the online catalogue records for the Music and the First World 
War project is titled ‘Related Information’ (Figure 11). From here it is possible to click to 
the catalogue records for other items in the collection that reference this song and from 
those  records, through to the biographies of  some of  the soldiers who performed these 
songs during the First World War. You can also click through to find more pieces of  music 
held in the collection by each composer or find other songs that have similar themes or 
subjects.

One of the biggest benefits of this project beyond the ability to tell the stories of the per-
formers, the history of these songs during the First World War period and the stories behind 
the writing of these songs, is that the project provided a means to do this and bring it all 
together in one location. It provided a means to place the songs in their social context during 
the First World War. It is possible to look at the songs and see which ones were most popular 
at welcome home events, which ones were popular for fundraising concerts and those that 
didn’t really receive much attention. The project has also provided a vehicle to tell the stories 
of everyone involved in the writing and performing of these songs. People who have long been 
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forgotten and deserve to have their stories told. One of these people is Corporal William Dar-
win of the 7th Battalion who is pictured in Figure 12.
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