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This article is about the concept of the archival fonds.' It is an exploration in archival 
theory and descriptive practice, in problems surrounding the fonds and proposed solu- 
tions to those problems. It is not a direct commentary on descriptive standards or catalogu- 
ing rules. While it is true that the fonds is the broadest and most essential unit of records 
to which descriptive standards will be applied, my intention here is neither to challenge 
nor to confirm the standards outlined in the Bureau of Canadian Archivists' Rules for 
Archival Description (RAD). My argument is that such rules must conform to the cen- 
tral theory and conceptualizations of the archival profession, rather than vice versa. A 
"common language" needed for "dismantling the Tower of Babel," to quote the ACA 
1992 Annual Conference theme, must first be based on a common understanding of com- 
mon principles. Rules confirm such understanding; they do not create it. Without such 
understanding, moreover, rules will be ignored or applied with hopeless inconsistency, 
thus undermining the essential benefit of having standards in the first place. 

The printed programme for the ACA 1992 Annual Conference, the theme of which 
was descriptive standards, stated that "the problem of identifying the essential describ- 
able unit of archives has long been an issue in modern archival theory." This, in fact, 
is a severe understatement. Archival practice encompasses record groups, manuscript 
groups, collections, fonds d'archives, additional accession systems of control and much 
else besides, all competing to be that "essential unit" - and thus erecting a veritable 
Tower of Babel indeed. Moreover, archivists have been trying to identify that essential 
unit with no great success ever since 1898, when the Dutch triumvirate of Muller, Feith 
and Fruin, in their famous manual, first attempted to circumscribe the fonds concept 
in order to meet the practical realities of records creation and accumulation. Yet despite 
this murky and doubtful evolution, Canadian archivists are now told that the fonds d hr- 
chives (or 'archival fonds') has been designated "the theoretical foundation on which 
to build their descriptive systems. .. . "z 

This presents a major problem if Canadian archivists collectively cannot agree on how 
to define what has been declared to be so central to their descriptive practices, and there- 
fore to the development and implementation of descriptive standards. Indeed, aggra- 
vating this unease in the realm of theory (as opposed to evolved descriptive 
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practice), Michel Duchein of France - the world's leading theoretician of the archival 
fonds - has written that the concept of fonds d'archives "is easier to state than to define 
and easier to define than to put into practice." If archivists are committed to observing 
respect des fonds, Duchein has ruefully observed, it would be rather helpful if they knew 
what it is that they are to r e ~ p e c t . ~  Even the Canadian Working Group on Archival 
Descriptive Standards in 1985 conceded, in advancing a definition of the fonds, "the 
difficulty of defining and determining what constitutes a fonds for practical purposes.. . ." 
My fellow panellist at the ACA in Montreal, Keith Stotyn, has been more pointed, won- 
dering why the Planning Committee on Descriptive Standards of the Bureau of Cana- 
dian Archivists commissioned a working group to proceed in the first instance with rules 
for fonds level description "when it is not yet clear in archival theory what constitutes 
a fonds." Until these uncertainties are removed, the application of descriptive standards, 
Stotyn has rightly observed, "will be subject to institutional whim and administrative 
convenience, rather than to the records themselves from whence, supposedly, comes 
our wisdom.. . .'14 The radically different approaches to this problem revealed in the XIIth 
ICA commemorative special issue of Archivaria (Number 34), distributed gratis in 
Montreal, underline the danger. These various uncertainties emphasize that standard- 
ized description will succeed in dismantling the archival Tower of Babel only when 
the fonds concept is first properly understood, and then consistently applied, by Cana- 
dian archivists. As archivists, however, despite good progress in recent years, our time 
has not yet arrived. 

By way of broad introduction, let me say that, in my view, the central difficulty in 
conceptualizing the fonds, let alone in practically applying it to descriptive or appraisal 
practice, rests on a central contradiction in archival theory - one which is usually only 
implicit. The fonds concept derives, of course, from the nineteenth-century French 
archival dictum respect des fonds. That French formulation had both an external and 
an internal dimension. Early practice stressed the external dimension of keeping archival 
records clearly segregated by their office of creation and accumulation (each such group 
of records thus being organized into a single archival fonds). The internal dimension 
of maintaining the original order or sequence of records from such offices within each 
fonds was less emphasized. Indeed, early on, there was even some subject rearrange- 
ment of files within discrete fonds. Later, in enunciating Provenienzprinzip, the Ger- 
mans articulated with greater precision the external dimension of respect des fonds, which 
focused clearly on maintaining the integrity of the records of each records creator as 
distinct from those of all other creators, in all archival arrangement and descriptive 
activity. In English, this became provenance. In time, the internal dimension of the 
French respect des fonds was expressed in English as the sanctity of original order, 
the maintenance of which focused on preserving the logical structure and internal arrange- 
ment of the records of each creator. 

Between the equally organic, equally natural and equally transactional nature of both 
provenance and original order, there rests an unresolved dilemma for archivists. This 
arises from the tension of viewing the fonds as a theoretical product of both creation 
(provenance) and arrangement (original order), as an embodiment likewise of both a 
logical and a physical reality. It is the tension between a function, a process, a dynamic 
activity on one hand, and a concrete product, an artefact, a record on the other. There 
is in these dichotomies much potential for contradiction and confusion. While this potential 
is most obvious, as I will show, in the new world of electronic records, the problem 



is equally apparent for much traditional media of records generated by complex, modem, 
bureaucratic organizations - in government, business, universities, churches and simi- 
lar corporate entities. In short, the usual archival assumption that the arrangement of 
records reveals their contextual provenance and thus is the key to their description may 
no longer be adequate in the Information Age. 

If the concept of the archival fonds is so difficult and presents such problems, then 
why bother? There are two reasons. First, the fonds is an essential reflection of the essence 
of archival work, of what makes archival records valuable, of what defines our profes- 
sion. Secondly, moreover, every suggested alternative is worse and more misleading. 
After exploring these two assertions, I want to focus on how the definition of the fonds 
can run into several practical difficulties when archivists apply it to complex records- 
creating entities and to complex recording media. Finally, to end on a positive note, 
I shall recommend a solution to these difficulties, including a general theoretical or con- 
ceptual framework within which it is hoped Canadian archivists can develop a consensus. 
That framework urges archivists to liberate themselves from the constraints of the "cus- 
todial era," with its focus on physical groupings of records, and to embrace instead 
the implications of the "post-custodial era," with its conceptual paradigm of logical 
or virtual realities. 

Against this broader context in which the fonds must be viewed - as concept, tool, 
descriptive foundation - it is appropriate to demonstrate the importance of the fonds 
to archival work. This is not a difficult task to perform. 

Since the mid-nineteenth century, the concept of respect des fonh, from which the 
fonds is derived, has been considered "the basic principle of archival science." Michel 
Duchein asserts that this principle "most clearly distinguished [the archivist] from the 
librarian on the one hand and from the professional researcher or documentalist on the 
other. " 5  From French Canada comes the assertion that respect des fonds is the "corner- 
stone" of archival theory,6 while the first English-speaking archival theorist declares 
it to be "the most important of all principles" affecting archival practice.' 

As discussions in Montrkal at the XIIth International Congress on Archives repeat- 
edly emphasized, virtually all modem archivists across all cultures, languages and nations 
loudly echo these assertions concerning the importance of respect des fonds and the related 
principles of provenance and original order. By adhering to these principles, archivists 
are able to preserve the organic nature of archives as evidence of transactions. Through 
such adherence, the evidential character of archives is protected, whereby the records 
inherently reflect the functions, programmes and activities of the person or institution 
that created them, and the transactional processes by which that actual creation took 
place. Archives are not artificial collections acquired, arranged, and described in the 
first instance by theme, subject, place or time; rather, they are acquired, and described, 
in a contextual, organic, natural relationship to their creator and to the acts of creation. 
In thus respecting the fonds as the organic emanation of a records creator, archivists 
the world over add value to records as evidence and for research, as well as enhance 
their own identity as information professionals who understand the complexity of the 
unique relationship between each records creator and the resulting records, and between 
and among interrelated series or groupings of records. 

The formal definition of the fonds reflects these organic, natural and transactional 
characteristics essential to the practice of archives. In Toward Descriptive Standards 



THE CONCEPT OF THE ARCHIVAL FONDS 27 

(1985), the Working Group on Archival Descriptive Standards advanced a better defini- 
tion of the fonds than any previous attempt in world archival literature had succeeded 
in doing: 

Fonds may be defined as the whole of the documents of any nature that every 
administrative body, every physical or corporate entity, automatically and 
organically accumulated by reason of its function or of its activity. 

It added that "this definition may be taken to encompass documents in any form or on 
any medium created by agencies or persons acting in a public or private capacity."* 
The definition in Rules for Archival Description is almost the same, although it places 
greater emphasis on "~reation."~ This focus on the "creator" reflects Duchein's insis- 
tence that the fonds is "a living creation of the activity of the agency which creates it."I0 

It is my argument that the idea, process or function of "creatorship" is central to 
the concept of the fonds.I1 In the course of undertaking their normal functions and activi- 
ties, individuals and institutions - whether they actually originate the records, receive 
the records or share and manipulate information that is in or could become records - 
create an aggregate of documentary material, in whatever form or medium, which reflects 
their juridical status as records creators. The resulting "natural" or "organic" aggre- 
gation of records is called a fonds. It is impossible, therefore, to conceive, let alone 
identify, a fonds without having a clear understanding of the nature, scope and authority 
of the creator of the records involved and of the records-creating process. I am assert- 
ing that creation (reflecting provenance) must be seen as central to the definition of the 
fonds, whereas the physical order, filing and sequencing of the actual records (reflect- 
ing the principle of original order via archival arrangement) should be seen as central 
to the description of series, files and items, rather than of the fonds per se. Where they 
are in conflict, creation must be accorded primacy. 

As a corollary to the organic nature of the fonds, it cannot be artificial or synthesized 
after the fact of creation. For example, the "collection" or "manuscript group" is not 
a fonds, but indeed an "anti-fonds." Contrasting the fonds with the collection, Carol 
Couture and Jean-Yves Rousseau have observed that "the first is the result of a natural 
process, the product of clearly defined activities, whereas the latter is an artificial con- 
struct, an arbitrary creation, often the work of chance."I2 Similarly, the "additional 
manuscript" or "additional accession" approach to archival description also shirks the 
responsibility of establishing the contextual framework essential to maintain archival 
evidential value and provenance. 

By contrast, the contents of the record group are more organic and usually linked to 
a records creator, at least in theory. Yet as North American archival practice has evolved, 
the record group has moved a long way from its provenance-based origins to become 
rather arbitrary and thus artificial. Critics of the record group point to a variety of problems 
for which there is space here only to summarize: normal, general and collective record 
groups (to use Schellenberg's three terms) all existing together and presenting quite dis- 
similar faces; centrifugal and centripetal rationales defining record group structures in 
radically different ways; confusion over transferring versus creating agencies as the basis 
for establishing record groups; and large or small record groups existing according to 
the administrative convenience for archives in assigning equitable workloads to their 
staff, controlling stack space or even producing publications.13 These issues drove the 
earliest critic of the record group concept, Australian Peter Scott, to label it 
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"unduly limiting" and an "unnecessary complication," concluding that "instead of ena- 
bling one to adhere to basic principles [such as provenance], it may actually distort the 
application of such principles. "I4 David Bearman and Richard Lytle assert more strongly 
that the record group has "debilitated archival theory" and obscured the essential 
provenance of the records, thus becoming an "albatross" around the profession's neck." 

Because of these practical and theoretical problems in its day-to-day application, the 
record group - despite its provenancial origin - is no longer the near-equivalent of 
the fonds. Considering that the fonds may also be applied to private and individual archival 
entities, as well as to public and corporate ones, the record group, as a concept, should 
be put aside by Canadian archivists and the fonds embraced in its place as the sole descrip- 
tive unit above the series, file or item. 

The case is not yet closed, however. While the fonds has the best potential for allow- 
ing archival descriptive systems to reflect the natural, organic character of archival 
records, its practical application can present problems. David Bearman put it best when 
criticizing the recent draft descriptive principles of the International Council on Archives, 
although his remarks would seem to apply to RAD in Canada as well. Most such recent 
descriptive efforts, Bearman warns, still "reflect a records-oriented, descriptive cataloging 
tradition, as opposed to the context-oriented, life-cycle data management approach." 
It is essential, in his view (and mine), that archival description focus on "the conjunc- 
tion of the context of the activity and the information system in the records creating 
organization."'6 For Bearman, as for Australia's Peter Scott, this conjunction is at the 
level of the series. That conjunction, I shall nevertheless assert, can be at the level of 
the fonds, but only if the fonds, as Bearman states, is truly presented as a conjunc- 
tion of the creator's functions and activities on the one hand and, on the other hand, 
of the records and information systems - the actual products - which proceed from 
those functions and activities. 

Where there is a direct, one-to-one correspondence between the abstract notion of the 
creator's activities and the concrete or physical reality of the resulting records, there 
is no problem in defining and describing this conjunction, and thus in delimiting and 
defining the fonds. The record series, files and even discrete items of the single records 
creator are summarized by the fonds level description for that creator, which as a descrip- 
tion thus represents the aggregate description of the hierarchical parts, that is, the sum 
of the multilevel descriptions of the dependent series, files and items below the fonds 
level. The physical reality of the records in the fonds coincides exactly with the concep- 
tual understanding of the functional activities of the records creator. That was the case 
in the nineteenth century, when the concept of the fonds was conceived to manage the 
archival legacy of medieval and early modern records. The approach is still valid for 
the records of some smaller organizations and for the papers of many private individuals. 
In such cases, arrangement can indeed precede and determine description, for the arrange- 
ment of series reflects, indeed illuminates, the provenance of the single creator of the 
totality of records in the fonds. 

Where such a one-to-one correspondence, however, does not exist between the con- 
ceptual and the physical, between the creator and the record, as in the case of most large 
organizations and almost all electronic records, the archivist immediately encounters 
those practical problems, to which everyone refers, in applying the fonds concept in 
working reality. Some examples will clearly illustrate the nature of these problems. 
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In the modern hierarchical organization, where there are perhaps seven levels between 
the top and the bottom - to say nothing of parallel and regionallfield structures - is 
the creator of a series of records at the bottom level in the hierarchy the one which delimits 
the fonds, even though the six hierarchical levels above that creator also create or share 
in the creation of other (perhaps related) series, or is the fonds delimited at some more 
senior level, and if so, which one? Alternatively, put in the terms used in archival litera- 
ture, does one take a maximalist position, as did Jenkinson, and set the fonds at the 
highest, all-encompassing level of an entire department; does one take a minimalist posi- 
tion, as did Scott, and describe directly only the immediate creator at the series level; 
or does one aim for some compromise in the middle, as did Schellenberg?17 In a mul- 
tilevel RAD description, must the fonds level description of a large creator, comprising 
perhaps 200 series, be changed every time a new accretion of records comes into any 
one of those series? The architecture of such a dynamic system, even with the aid of 
automation, will be cumbersome, to say the least. 

As with hierarchical levels, physical location presents problems in delimiting a fonds. 
For example, cabinet ministers, as is well known, have an especially distressing habit 
of removing portions of their records from government control and then depositing them 
in archives across the country. Likewise, a famous author's papers may well be deposited 
in three university archives. Reflecting the emphasis on physical dispersion and institu- 
tional arrangement, these three deposits are three fonds. Indeed RAD supports this 
approach, for it focuses on arrangement of records within archival repositories, and 
leaves to those individual repositories (unwisely, the British developer of descriptive 
standards, Michael Cook, would say) the choice of how this information will be presented 
to researchers. Obviously, such an approach does not focus on the provenance of records 
dispersed across archival repositories or on promoting a common, uniform, descriptive 
image of the totality of records generated by the creator to researchers at each reposi- 
tory. Yet such physically dispersed records, if reflecting the conceptual reality of crea- 
tion rather than the physical reality (even mishap) of arrangement, are obviously one 
fonds, not three. Of course, such quirks and accidents of ownership and transfer are 
an important element of the records' history, and such curatorial information must be 
captured; it should not override, let alone obscure, provenance. 

Looking at this "location" issue from the opposite perspective, a single person - 
for example, a missionary priest who undertook several parish postings - may well 
create in one medium, perhaps a large journal or daybook, official institutional records 
documenting several different administrative contexts and functions. l8 Although he or 
she physically accumulated the records, the juridical and circumstantial context of their 
creation makes them part of several official parish fonds, not just his or her personal one. 

What about the long-lived series generated by three or four corporate creators over 
several decades?I9 Which one of these creators is considered to delimit or define the 
fonds? Furthermore, in all likelihood, the creation of the series is continuing into the 
foreseeable future even while the archivist is arranging and describing (and thus "plac- 
ing'' in a fonds) the earlier transfers of portions of the same series. Five, ten, even twenty 
years after completing the description, the archivist may well find the same series con- 
tinuing to be created in a new and entirely different agency. 

Indeed, the issue of frequent administrative change in agencies and functions, even 
within the traditional world of vertically organized hierarchical agencies, presents one 
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of the two greatest challenges to preserving the evidential context of creation through 
the fonds.20 Peter Scott has identified no less than thirteen separate fates that can befall 
a records series, depending on whether its creator had no predecessor, one continuing 
predecessor, one defunct predecessor or more than one predecessor and, conversely, 
no successor, one continuing, one defunct or several successors?21 Whether the archivist 
chooses the first, the last or some intermediate agency in this long string of creators 
as the creator, and therefore the administrative umbrella defining the fonds, the provenan- 
cia1 context is obscured - to say the least. 

The problem of defining the fonds or, more accurately, deciding which records belong 
in which fonds, does not relate simply to the traditional hierarchical levels within a 
bureaucracy, however, nor to the problem of successive, multiple creators, as in most 
of the above examples. There are also the more complex issues of simultaneous creators 
and of records-creating patterns in modern bureaucracies that do not conform to tradi- 
tional organizational theory, and do not produce records easily amenable to traditional 
views of archival arrangement. 

In this regard, electronic records present the most obvious challenge to the applica- 
tion of the traditional concept of the fonds. Complex databases and network systems 
may serve two or more branches of a large department, or indeed the data may be inter- 
departmental or even intergovernmental. Several branches, departments or jurisdictions 
may thus have had an equal part in creating and using the data. In such increasingly 
commonplace situations, the prospect of dividing the single resulting data file between 
two or more fonds reveals the theoretical absurdity of viewing the fonds as the totality 
of the "physical" records of a single creator. Conversely, consigning the data file to 
only one fonds would obliterate important dimensions of the records' creation, their mul- 
tiple provenance and their organic context. While the database may reside (or "accumu- 
late") in a single branch or agency, that branch or agency does not own the data, and 
often did not even create it. Who, then, is the creator? What is the fonds? 

Recent developments in information technology now being applied in business and 
government to "create" the archival records of tomorrow only highlight the significance 
of these issues. In so-called "smart" documents, such as those in relational databases 
and geographical information systems or in hypertext formats, data in various forms 
are combined electronically to produce a virtual "document" on the monitor or at the 
printer. This "document" can change from day to day as the attribute "feeder" data on 
which it depends is continually altered. Yet that "feeder" data itself usually resides in data 
files and databases controlled by other "creators" in other administrative structures. 

Moreover, in such relational systems now widely in use, there is often no traditional 
"record" at all, as archivists understand it, but rather a series of data tables or data 
entities or sub-databases. By reason of different functions or applications, these are related 
in different ways, using different data elements for different purposes, the amalgam of 
which is deployed as a "record" but fleetingly at the terminal screen. As businesses 
and governments in these circumstances adopt new information models based on cor- 
porate data planning and data resource management, moreover, the idea of a record phys- 
ically belonging in one place or even in one system is crumbling before new conceptual 
paradigms, where "creatorship" is a fluid process of manipulating information from 
many sources in a myriad of ways, rather than an action leading to a static, fixed physi- 
cal product. In these circumstances, archival description will increasingly focus on 
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metadata, or "documenting documentation," and thus on preserving the contextual 
processes whereby data or entity or object relationships can be understood by the archivist 
and re-created for the r e ~ e a r c h e r . ~ ~  For all archivists, these developments signal that 
the custodial era is giving way to a post-custodial one where the curatorship of physical 
objects will define the profession much less than will an understanding of the concep- 
tual interrelationships among creating structures, their animating functions, information 
systems and the resulting records. This is true now for "cutting-edge'' appraisal strate- 
gies, and should also be true for the descriptive practices applied to those records appraised 
through these strategies as having archival value.23 

These recent developments respecting electronic records only emphasize a problem 
that has existed for many years respecting traditional series of paper records - although 
few archivists have acknowledged its theoretical implications for many of their descrip- 
tive practices. Put starkly, the classic mono-hierarchical theory of bureaucracy eluci- 
dated by Max Weber, in which each subordinate unit is responsible to one superior unit, 
has long been a thing of the past. Parallel structures, task forces and project teams, joined 
across organizations by broken-line horizontal linkages, exercising consensus manage- 
ment and collegial relationships, now compete openly for power with the traditional, 
vertical, solid-line, hierarchical authorities, and these new "structures" all create and 
often maintain records. They are also attached, albeit loosely, to more formal branches, 
divisions, sections, offices, bureaux, and other subunits of the department or agency, 
all of which are appearing, merging, dividing and disappearing with alarming frequency. 
As in the example of the electronic record shared between two branches, into what fonds 
does the archivist place the many records created in the midst of this modern poly- 
hierarchical administrative maelstrom? Who, indeed, is the records creator? 

In summary, by focusing descriptive activity on distinct levels in the traditional adminis- 
trative hierarchy, on single organizational subunits, on separate registry systems, on differ- 
ent media, on scattered locations of records and on discrete one-to-one creator-records 
correspondence, archivists have for decades been pulling apart in archives what was 
once in the creator's office an organic and conceptual whole. How to treat the part without 
losing sight of the whole is, in a nutshell, the dilemma of all archival arrangement and 
description, and consequently of defining precisely the nature of the fonds.24 

All the foregoing problems in the practical application of the fonds concept derive 
from viewing it exclusively as a physical entity rather than as a conceptual principle. 
It reflects tying intellectual description too closely to physical arrangement. Documents 
may well be physically accumulated by a single final agency, but as should be clear 
by now, they may collectively (at the file, series and even item levels) have been created 
sequentially by many of the agency's predecessors, simultaneously by two or more legiti- 
mate records creators, or indeed, they may as documents not exist at all. 

If the fonds is first and foremost a concept linked to the creator, then obscuring the 
act of multiple or complex creation by assigning records physically and intellectually 
to a single fonds during archival arrangement and subsequent description distorts 
provenance, and therefore undermines a central purpose of description - to say noth- 
ing of the evidential character of archives. This approach, which is very common among 
archivists, reflects the profession's "custodial" or "curatorial" past rather than its "post- 
custodial" or "knowledge-oriented" future. Indeed, archivists have only gradually aban- 
doned the view that the intellectual arrangement and description of records should reflect 



the physical reality in storage areas. The idea that the archivist should keep together 
series or fonds in close physical proximity, and even physically rearrange files and records 
within series to re-create tangibly their original order, survived well into the 1970s - 
and the legacy of such physical curatorship dies hard.25 In that old world of archival 
physical rearrangement, the ideal was that each record could only be stored in one place; 
in the more recent world of intellectual control of archives, the notion still survives that 
each record should only be described in one place. In the new post-custodial world 
of records having multiple creators, that view is simply wrong. Rather, the key lies in 
viewing the fonds not as a physical entity, but as an abstract c0ncept.~6 As electronic 
records archivists well know, reality is often logical and functional, not physical. 

The solution to this dilemma was first suggested by Peter Scott. He saw the need to 
separate entirely the control and description of the actual physical records - the series, 
files and items - from the contextual and content information about them. The latter 
includes not only the detailed description of records creators and their historical and 
administrative context which underpins provenance, but also functional, chronological, 
legislative and similar contextual information. Basing his argument on extensive research 
and experimentation in Australia, Scott proposed numerous descriptive tools to ensure 
that complex administrative changes among records creators are clearly recognized and 
recorded by archivists. He then linked these tools - "listings," as he calls them - 
to the actual description of archival records at the level of the series or lower. As Scott 
summarized his own system, there is a need for "a decreased reliance on physical arrange- 
ment by groups [including the fonds] as a means of treating multiple-provenance series 
and an increased acceptance of the need for multiple listing in such cases."27 Of course, 
Scott's own prescription focuses on original order or the description of actual records 
at the level of accumulation or arrangement - the records-keeping system itself - and 
allows provenance (creation) to emerge through the intellectual mechanism of his multi- 
ple listings. This is quite different, however, from equating and combining the two - 
original orderlarrangement and provenancelfonds - into a single descriptive entry, such 
as RAD does with the fonds. Indeed, Scott's insight of using multiple entries, combined 
with his separation of the descriptions of the administrative context from those of the 
physical records, is truly revolutionary. He recognized that archival description is an 
integrated system combining many elements, not a fixed description of records. 

Building explicitly on the insights of Peter Scott, David Bearman and Richard Lytle, 
Max Evans took Scott's "multiple listings" a step further in order to invoke automated 
authority control as the solution for archivists trying to describe modern multiple- 
provenance records.28 In Evans's approach, as in Scott's, there are two streams: one 
is a descriptive entry for the actual physical records (series in Evans's argument, but 
conceivably also files and items), while the other is an authority control entry for the 
creating agency (or provenance context). They are maintained entirely separately, but 
joined contextually by cross-linkage pointers. Using automation to combine or "relate" 
these elements, any combination of creators and series is possible: multiple creators to 
single series, multiple series from a single creator, multiple creators to multiple but related 
series, series to each other and creators to each other - whether up and down the tradi- 
tional mono-hierarchical vertical chain or sideways through new horizontal organiza- 
tional structures. As administrations and functions change, the authority record is amended 
or a new one created - without every time having to restructure the inventories and 
finding aids or rewrite scores of series and fonds level descriptions. It is a dynamic rather 
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than static system, and thus reflects the dynamic reality of records creation in modern 
complex administrations. In this way, the description of archives can enhance rather 
than distort the principle of provenance. Ideally, the physical, printed "inventory" is 
replaced by a relational database management system as the centre of archival descrip- 
t i ~ n . ~ ~  In fact, in the era of fluid, dynamic bureaucracies, provenance can be protected 
in no other way. 

For a significant number of personal papers, for the vast majority of corporate and 
government records and for almost all electronic records (which often do not even have 
a "physical" existence at the record level), the straightforward relationship between 
a single creator and a few closed, complete series of records simply does not exist. The 
old physical and conceptual correlation within the simple fonds has, in short, become 
extremely tenuous. In such circumstances, the authority control approach of diverting 
description into two channels while providing numerous cross-reference pointers, will 
resolve these more complex interrelationships; it also addresses satisfactorily virtually 
every problem relating the fonds outlined above or in various recent commentaries. 

In fact, this approach enhances the concept of the fonds and the sanctity of provenance; 
through it, the fonds (or "whole") will emerge organically through the descriptive activity 
of archivists. By separating the description of the administrative context of creation from 
the description of the actual accumulation of records, the archivist can "concentrate on 
mapping relationships existing within the nature of each and between the two. It is this 
very mapping which, bit by bit, part by part, reveals the whole.. . ."30 

The fonds, therefore, should be viewed primarily as "an intellectual c o n s t r ~ c t . " ~ ~  
The fonds is not so much a physical entity in archives as it is the conceptual summary 
of descriptions of physical entities at the series level or lower, and descriptions of the 
administrative, historical and functional character of the records creator(s) - as well 
as descriptions of the records-creating processes (metadata). The fonds is thus the con- 
ceptual "whole" that reflects an organic process in which a records creator produces 
or accumulates series of records which themselves exhibit a natural unity based on shared 
function, activity, form or use. It is at the heart of this process or relationship linking 
the creator to the records that the essence of provenance or respect des fonds can be 
found and must be protected. It is at this functional heart, moreover, that archival 
descriptive systems should be aimed, structured and standardized. 
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