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En reponse a la recherche de Luciana Duranti de ccnouveaux usages d'une ancienne 
science,, cet effort initial d'application de la diplomatique i la photographie dans 
les archives canadiennes, prockde h un survol des concepts de diplomatique dans 
le contexte de la forme et de la fonction photographiques. L'exercice, les politiques, 
et la poetique de la diplomatique sont explorees ainsi que les implications de 
I'adoption d'un outil ccpositiviste,, dans une ptriode d'archivistique post- moderne. 

Abstract 

In response to Luciana Duranti's quest for "new uses for an old science," this 
initial effort to apply diplomatics to photograph in Canadian archives surveys the 
concepts of diplomatics in the context of photographic form and function. The 
practice, politics, and poetics of diplomatics are explored and the implications of 
embracing a positivist tool in a postcustodial, postmodern world are discussed. 

" ... photographs do not in themselves preserve meaning .... Meaning is the 
result of understanding functions."' 

John Berger 

"We make our tools and our tools make us: by taking up particular tools we 
accede to desires and we manifest intentions."? 

William J. Mitchell 

"Modern memory is, above all, archival."' 
Pierre Nora 



Information Revolutions: Oaguerre to Digital 

In his keynote address to the Xllth International Congress on Archives. Jean-Louis 
Roy. Secretary-General of I'Agence de coopkration culturelle et technique (France) 
noted, "The new information technologies have changed and will change our ways 
of doing things and our ways of thinking."-' Roy was clearly referring to the 
implications of electronic information, but his remarks could just as easily have been 
made 1.50 years ago in the wake of announcements in France and England that optical- 
chemical processes had been developed for recording. preserving, and transmitting 
information in visual form. Living in an image-saturated environment makes it  difficult 
for us to imagine the impact of the invention of photography on "the organization of 
humanistic knowledge and the social basi\ of its production and dissemination."' 
Called "the most important. and perhaps the most extraordinary triumph of modern 
science,"" photography was part of a systemic shift that had profound cultural 
repercussions. It revolutionized memory,' changed the relationship between past and 
present, produced "a massive reorganization of knowledge and social practices."' 
and occasioned a "major readjustment of the alphabetlimage ratio in ordinary 
communication."" 

Because the advent of photography had profound implications for modes of 
communication, frameworks of knowledge. and uses of memory,"' archives are 
implicated in such intellectual upheavals." In Canada. for example. photography 
was quickly adopted as a means of recording, ordering, and disseminating information. 
and research indicates that by the late 1850s. government records and personal papers 
had begun to include cased images, bound albums, illustrated reports, loose prints, 
and collections of negatives." Although most of Canada's archival past falls within 
the photographic era, archivists have speculated little about the impact of this new 
information technology on communication, on record-keeping, and on archives. and 
our anxiety about electronic records contrasts strongly with our complacency over 
photographs. Convinced of the archival value of photographic documents and curious 
to explore diplomatics as a "means of thinking and talking about quite minute 
fragments of the do~ument."~'  I am prompted to take up the challenge voiced most 
recently and most forcefully by Luciana Duranti to find "new uses tor an old science."'-' 

If this effort to apply diplomatics to the "new" media is to go beyond "old uses for 
an old science applied to new media." we must first acknowledge that the "new" 
media configure not only old information in new ways, but also different information 
in previously unimaginable ways. They are part of the evolution of communication: 
they reflect and constitute new approaches to information transfer. new forms of 
record-keeping. new uses of and needs for information. and, ultimately. the historicity 
and specificity of conlmunication. To be relevant to the kinds of documents acquired 
by modern archives, especially in Canada.' this effort must consider the practical 
and conceptual implications of extending diplotnatics. not only from medieval to 
modern records. but also from documents of verballtextual communication to 
documents of visual communication. from documents created by the few according 
to prescribed formulas for bureaucratic purposes to documents produced by an 
increasingly democratized process and with individualixd intent. 

My comments on the relevance of diplomatics to photographs are, therefore. offered 
within the "total archives" context of Canadian wchival tradition. This conlbines 



aspects of both the historical manuscripts tradition of the United States and the public 
records tradition of Europe, and presupposes archives in Canada to be repositories 
with socio-cultural as well as administrative accountability. In that context. we must 
rethink the nature. production, and purpose of photographs as documents in order to 
achieve a contextual understanding of their use by government. business. and 
individuals to convey government policy. communicate corporate ideology. construct 
national identity, shape collective memory, establish symbolic space. and define 
concepts of self and the cultural Other.Ih The central premise of this article is that 
photographs are documents, created by a will. for a purpose, to convey a message to 
an audience. To understand them as the product of actions and transactions, either 
bureaucratic or socio-cultural, we must return them to the action in which they 
participated. It is their functional context that transforms photographic images into 
archival documents. 

I do not pursue diplomatics because it can bring "higher scientific quality"" to 
archival work. although we do have something to learn from its systematic approach 
to documentary form. Nor do I engage in this exercise because diplomatics is the 
only avenue to a contextual understanding of photographs as documents. although I 
concede that its macroanalytical framework and microanalytical methodology can 
offer archivists a path to greater visual literacy. I do not confine my remarks to "original 
probative juridical  document^"'^ or to documents created by "public persons [who] 
wanted to communicate authoritatively or unambiguously"lq; to do so would greatly 
limit, if not obviate, this exercise. Nor is this an effort to force the photograph into 
the diplomatist's endeavour by constructing a model of photographic equivalents for 
the extrinsic and intrinsic elements of written documents. Despite the obvious 
implications for digital technology. I limit my remarks to traditional chemistry-based 
photographs, leaving electronic images for some future occasion. 

This effort to examine the broad brushstrokes of diplomatics and ascertain their 
applicability to photographs in Canadian archives will. I hope, contribute to a 
professional understanding of tirst, the photograph as the embodiment of a series of 
decisions governing internal and external form, second. the nature of photographic 
communication. and third. the place of photographs in Canadian archives. By shifting 
attention away from the content of the photograph and focusing i t  on the functional 
context of document creation, diplomatics has the potential to shed new light on 
both informational c r t ~ r l  evidential value and thus increase visual literacy. It is also 
hoped that by opening up for review the theoretical underpinnings of diplomatics 
and the methodological assumptions implicit in its application to photographs, this 
effort also sheds light on the larger issue of the politics and poetics of archives. 

I embark upon this pursuit prompted by Luciana Duranti's assurances that 
diplomatics is "the key to an understanding of the action in which the document 
participates. and of the document itself'"' and by Leonard Boyle's assertion that 
diplomatics is "an art by which written records from any age and of any kind are 
made to speak again with a full distinct voice."?l What follows is an exploration of 
diplomatic benchmarks and their application to photographs that is both challenging 
and rewarding because it forces a theoretical re-examination of the place of 
photographs in Canadian archives. While it is grounded in the literature of photographs 
and visual representation, it builds on the postmodern sensitivities to textual and 



electronic records explored by Terry Cook, Hugh Taylor. Tom Nesmith. Brien 
Brothman, and Richard Brown. Their emphasis on the functional context of archival 
documents is equally important for photographs. Terry Cook's observation that 
"almost all the concepts, practices, procedures. and even the accepted terminology 
of the profession reflect our legacy of paper records." is no less relevant to 
photographic records than electronic records. 

Although, as Lorraine O'Donnell points out, "the dominion of word-based records 
is evolving,"?? the theories and practices of a paper-based. textual archives have 
produced, if I may paraphrase Cook. "logocentric minds trying to cope with visual 
realities."" In view of the "crisis of representation" in the human sciences. 0' Donnell's 
attempt to problematize the "normalcy" of word-based records in the total archives 
project. Nesmith's provenancial approach to the history of the record. Taylor's 
perceptive explorations of archival media. Brothman's postmodernist "gloss on the 
cultural significance of archival practice." Brown's inquiry into narrativity and 
hermeneutics. and Cook's clarion call to adopt a post-custodial focus on "the context. 
purpose, intent, interrelationships. functionality, and accountability of the record and 
especially its creator and its creation processes." archivists. now more than ever. 
need a conceptual tool for analyzing photographs in archival terms.'.' Can diplomatics 
help? 

In the first part of this article, I address the practical application of diplomatics to 
photographs, placing the elements of diplomatic micro-analysis into photographic 
perspective. Then. in the second half. I step back from procedural detail to survey the 
broader issue of the implications of such an exercise and the assumptions that underlie 
it. Throughout the article. photographs act as ground upon which the positivist, the 
post-custodial, and the postmodern meet to test the theoretical timelessness of the 
first principles and strict vocabulary of diplomatics. Framed by the broad brush- 
strokes and precise details of diplomatics on the one hand. and the historicity and 
specificity of photographic and archival practice on the other. this exercise yields 
useful lessons for the practice, politics, and poetics of seeking "new uses for an old 
science." 

Document Structure and Photographic Form 

Diplomatics is a seventeenth-century discipline that seeks to identify, evaluate, and 
communicate the "true nature" of archival documents. It does so by studying their 
origins, forms, and transmission, as well as the relationships between documents 
and the facts represented, and between documents and their creators." At the heart 
of diplomatics is the "written" document. This concern with "written" documents 
can be extended to photographs if "written" refers to "the purpose and intellectual 
result of the action of writing."'" Photography. of course. literally means "writing 
with light." Despite the fact that "iconic languages. like photography. work 
differently,"" photographs can be considered "written" in the sense that they express 
ideas in a documentary and syntactic form. They participate in the action of receiving 
and sending information. They are created for the attainment of effects, although we 
often fail to see them as prompted by an act of will to produce consequences. 

Diplomatics. Duranti explains. is based upon the universal nature of documents: 
some would say the universal nature of certain. privileged. institutional documents. 



While the statement that "a document has an external makeup which is its physical 
form. an internal articulation which is its intellectual form, and a message to transmit 
which is its t on tent"'^ can be applied to photographic documents. archivists seldom 
ask the most basic of questions about [heir physical form, internal articulation, purpose, 
or intellectual result. In fact, in archival circles, consideration of physical form and 
internal articulation have been considered curatorial concerns. subject content is 
erroneously contlated with their message, issues of representation are ignored, and 
informational value is equated only with visual fact. But, as John Berger points out. 
"the simplicity with which we usually treat the experience [of looking at a photograph] 
is wasteful and confusing,"'" and as Rudolf Arnheim cautions, "the comprehension 
of photographic pictures cannot be taken for granted.""' 

Authenticity, Authority, and Validity 

Diplomatics, from its inception, was founded to establish the authority of the 
document. Its origins were "strictly linked to the need to determine the authenticity 
of documents, for the ultimate purpose of ascertaining the reality of rights or 
truthfulness of facts."" How do the concepts of authenticity, authority. and validity 
relate to photographic documents'? Photographic images used in a variety of 
identification documents to confer upon or withhold from the bearer certain rights 
and privileges can be analyzed in diplomatic terms with relative ease because the 
form of both image and document is prescribed. But what about the vast majority of 
photographs in Canadian archives that are not part of surveillance documents'? How 
do geological survey photographs or public works construction progress photographs. 
or health promotion photographs convey authority as documents created by 
government'? What, in fact, do  we really seek when we apply the concepts of 
authenticity, authority, and validity to photographs? 

While the visual authority of the photograph is now increasingly undermined by 
the wizardry of digital technology, the "truthfulness of facts" in a photograph has 
always been presumed to reside in its verisimilitude. Ever since Paul Delaroche 
purportedly exclaimed, "From today. painting is dead,"'? the photograph has been 
perceived as an objective record of reality. the product of a mechanical and therefore 
neutral means of documentation. But in our assessment of truthfulness. content must 
not be conflated with message. Photographs derive the authority of their content 
from realism and accuracy, what J.B.Harley calls "talismans" of authority; archival 
photographs convey their message through function and context. Extrapolating from 
Harley's approach to maps, we can see a parallel between maps and photographs as 
archival documents based on the assumptions that link authority and truthfulness. In 
the case of maps. the "truthfulness of facts." and the authority that goes along with it. 
are derived from scientific origins: in the case of photographs. truthfulness and 
authority are based on mechanical origins. 

Optical precision, of course, is not a guarantee of documentary neutrality. The 
photograph is neither truth nor reality, but a representation willed into existence for 
a purpose and mediated by the persons concurring in its formation. Its message is 
embedded in the visual transcription offacts, but emerges only in functional context. 
The ability of photography to use optical-chemical transformations and Renaissance 
perspective to convey outward appearances with unparalleled accuracy does not negate 



its ability. simultaneously. to communicate carefully crafted messages for bureaucratic 
or corporate purposes. Archivists. therefore. must recognize that photographs. like 
maps. are linked to the exercise of government and business. and ask how they function 
as "a silent arbiter of power." how they "express an embedded social vision," and 
how they operate through the "sly rhetoric of neutrality."" 

In trying to apply notions of authority. authenticity. and reliability to photographs 
(and further to distinguish between diplomatic authenticity, legal authenticity. and 
historical authenticity), i t  becomes clear that these concepts, while not wholly 
transferable to photographs. are nevertheless useful in breaking down the event- 
document relationship into its component parts. Duranti explains that "a document 
is 'authentic' when it presents all the elements which are designed to provide i t  with 
authenticity. A document is 'genuine' when it is truly what it purports to be."" I n  the 
process of inquiring into the authenticity and genuineness of photographs. we are 
forced to examine the photograph as a physical object and a visual image. The former 
requires optical or chemical verification to confirm its origins in processes that are 
considered photographic; the latter demands analysis of the photograph in terms of 
content and context, representation and reality. It is here that the diplomatic notion 
of authenticity is useful. because it requires that we analyze the photograph in terms 
of its physical composition. the correspondence between the image and reality i t  
depicts, and the relationship between the image and its label in order to understand 
the functional context in which the photographic image is transformed into a 
photographic document. 

The authority of the photographic document. often conferred or confirmed by the 
reputation. the reliability. or the power of the person or persons concurring i n  the 
formation of the document. is also linked to the diplomatic concern for validity. 
Validity is usually a measure of the degree to which physical form and internal 
articulation conform to the requirements of some commissioning or controlling 
authority. For example. applications for Canadian passports include detailed 
"photograph specifications" which stipulate "a full front view of head and shoulders 
without head covering, taken against a plain white background." The paper used for 
printing must be single weight, matte finish. Maximum and minimum allowable 
dimensions are given with additional dimensions for the white signature strip and 
the "face length from chin to crown of head." The physical form of the photograph is 
very specific: "Photographs which do not meet these specifications, photographs 
subject to fading or sensitive to heat and group photographs are not acceptable." In 
addition. the photographer's stamp on the back of the photograph must indicate the 
name and address of the photographer and the date the photograph was taken. and 
the photograph must be certified in writing with the signature of a guarantor "to be a 
true likeness" of the applicant. There are also strict instructions governing who can 
act as a guarantor. All these conditions must be met before a passport can be issued. 
But then what is the archival value of a passport photograph without the passport'? In 
point of fact, photographs seldom function independently to enforce or enact legal, 
political. religious. or social obligations. The physical form and internal articulation 
are seldom strictly prescribed and validity, in the strictest sense, is not of direct 
relevance to the majority of photographic documents created for government or 
corporate use. What is useful about the concept of validity is its insistence that we 
consider the significance of physical form and internal articulation as i t  was or was 
not prescribed by the functional context of document creation. 



The Concept of the Original 

Closely linked to authenticity and authority is a concern for the original. Developed 
in an age of fakes and forgeries, the diplomatic concept of the original record was 
intended "to distinguish an original document from a draft and a copy for the purpose 
of determining the degree of authority of the document under e~amina t ion . "~~  Its 
uses were essentially political and economic. In diplomatics, an original is "the tlrst 
complete and effective document, that is, an original must present the qualities of 
primitiveness, completeness and effecti~eness."'~ It must be perfect in the diplomatic 
sense that it is "complete, finished, without defect, and enf~rceable."~' But photographs 
are neither complete nor incomplete and cannot be enforceable. Primitiveness is not 
significant and effectiveness is not a matter of authority. How, then, do we apply the 
diplomatic concept of the original to photographs when, as John Berger has pointed 
out, "the very principle of photography is that the resulting image is not unique, but 
on the contrary infinitely reproducible."" This does not deny the existence of 
something considered an original, but rather recognizes that the concept of "original" 
functions differently for documents created for different kinds of information 
exchange. 

In his RAMP Study, which is intended to "recommend general principles and specific 
selection criteria guiding the appraisal of photographs in archives," Bill Leary calls 
the original negative the "truest record of the information captured by the camera" 
and claims: 

Because of the importance of uniqueness in appraising archival records, photo 
archivists emphasize that the camera negative (or colour transparency) is the 
record copy of any photograph. 

Leary goes on to suggest that "concentration upon the negative as the record copy 
is an important characteristic distinguishing archives from some picture libraries 
and virtually all art  museum^."^" Such misguided thinking, made plain in diplomatic 
terms, sent hundreds of vintage prints that accompanied the studio archive of Alberta 
photographers Boorne and May to the dump a decade ago, despite protests from 
photographic archivists and curators who argued the documentary, let alone historical 
and monetary, value of the ill-fated photographs. The idea of the negative as the 
"truest record of the information captured by the camera" emphasizes uniqueness 
over purpose. 

While the negative may in fact be "the truest record" of what was in front of the 
lens, it is not the document intended to convey a message to an audience. Diplomatics 
points to the negative as only a draft. Printing, cropping, burning, dodging, mounting, 
enlarging, and inscription may all be involved in the transformation of a negative 
into a final print. The diplomatic concepts of draft, original, copy in the form of 
original, imitative copy, and pseudo-original are all important considerations because 
they draw attention to the transformation of the photographic image into a 
photographic document. The fact that many prints may be made from a single negative 
or that a single print may be used repeatedly under different circumstances points to 
the possible existence of multiple original photographic documents, based on the 
same image, but made at various times, for diverse purposes and different audiences. 
These concepts demonstrate that the meaning of a photographic document lies not in 
the content or the form but in the context of document creation. 



Persons Concurring in the Formation of a Document 

Diplomatics demands that we study the complexity of creative forces behind the 
photograph. "Persons are the central element of any document," Duranti stateh. "We 
identify. acquire, select, describe. communicate, and consult documents largely i n  
relation to the persons they come from, are written by, directed to, concerned with. 
or have effect on." In identifying the author of the act, the author of the document. 
the addressee of the document, and the writer of the document, diplomatics reminds 
us that the photographer is not the only "person concurring in the formation of the 
document.""' 

Humphrey Lloyd Hime was official photographer to the Assiniboine and 
Saskatchewan Exploring Expedition. He was hired by Henry Youle Hind. leader of 
the Expedition, with the approval of T.J.J. Loranger. Provincial Secretary. Several 
dozen photographs were produced by Hime as part of his assignment to "furnish a 
series of Collodion Negatives for the full illustration of all ob.jects of interest 
susceptible of photographic delineation. from which any number of copies can be 
taken to illustrate a narrative of the Expedition and a report on its results." Hind also 
received the Provincial Secretary's consent to send photographs to the editor-in- 
chief of the 1ll~r.vtrrrtrcl Lotitlor1 N m > s  for publication with the proviso that each 
"photograph was to be accompanied by a brief description and sent to the Provincial 
Secretary for inspection and approval before transmission to London."'" Diplomatic 
analysis of persons concurring in the formation of Hime's photographs lead us to 
recognix the larger context of document creation. The directions of Hind and the 
approvals of Loranger frame the purpose and message of these photographic 
documents created by the Canadian government in a conscious effort to shape ideas 
about the North-West to support political and economic expansion. It is only when 
we consider the persons concurring in ihe formation of Hime's photographs that we 
can return them to their functional context and recognize them as carefully crafted. 
visual arguments that expressed the political. socio-cultural, and economic aspirations 
of the expansionist movement embroiled i n  political controversy. scientific debate. 
and cultural confrontation. As such. Hime's photographs emerge as archival 
documents created in the course of the Canadian government's effort to construct a 
regional identity tavourable to expansionist goals and to create the symbolic space 
believed to hold the key to Canada's transcontinental identity.." 

Similarly, the construction progress shots of the Parliament Buildings taken by 
Samuel McLaughlin for the Department of Works. the survey photographs taken by 
Benjamin Baltzly for the Geological Survey of' Canada. the battlefield photographs 
taken by Lieutenant Ivor Castle for the War Records Office. and the landscape 
photographs of mountain scenery taken for the National Purks Bureau are more than 
mere "illustrations": they arc powerful \taternents about government activities and 
intentions in which the phorogrnpher i \  but one party co~nplicit in the creation of the 
photographic document. Diplomatics elucidates the relationship between photograph 
and photographer by asking. "Who are the persons intervening in the creation of the 
photograph and what is the nature of the document i n  relation to them'!" The 
photographers whose optica-chemical transforniatns produced the images were 
not alone in shaping the photographic record. Those who commissioned portraits 
and views as well as those who communicated them to a wider audience must be 
recognized. 



Government. for example, quick to realize and take advantage of photography as a 
tool of science. exploration. and political persuasion, commissioned and collected 
photographs for use in official reports and promotional literature. Small-time 
businessmen and big-time industrialists commissioned portraits of themselves as 
well as views of their operations--buildings. products, and services--often for 
advertising purposes. Those who wrote captions. compiled albums, or published 
portfolios all contributed to the action in which the photograph participated. And 
before the era of photomechanical reproduction, the work of a photographer might 
be simplified or embellished by engravers who used likenesses and views to produce 
plates for prints and the pictorial press. Today, magazine editors. book designers, 
advertising executives. and a host of others intervene between photographer and 
viewer; i t  is their invisible hand that determines the images we see and the context in 
which we confront them." 

Moment of Action, Moment of Documentation 

The concept that the moment of action and the moment of documentation are 
"conceptually distinct moments" is particularly useful to consider in analyzing the 
bureaucratic and cultural actions and transactions that lie behind the creation of 
photographic documents. Though the camera now allows us to capture action to I/ 
1000th of a second, the relationship between action and documentation demands 
investigation. The spontaneity of photographic documentation is deceptive, and the 
ability to "point and shoot" relatively recent. The need to transport cumbersome 
equipment and chemicals. and the requirement to prepare negatives or create artificial 
lighting, involved a decision to document separate from the act of documenting. 
Because early emulsions could not record action. documentation of an event. usually 
in the form of a posed group portrait, often preceded, interrupted. or followed the 
action of commemorative or newsworthy events. We take for granted William 
England's photograph ofa  train crossing on the Niagara suspension bridge or Frederick 
Dally's view of a mule team and covered wagon making its way up the Cariboo 
wagon road, never stopping to think that the train and mules were deliberately stopped 
and posed; such effort was neither spontaneous nor aimless and surely deserves 
diplomatic consideration. Commissions and assignments for government, business. 
or newspapers continue to make photography a deliberate and premeditated act. 
Accustomed to instantaneous exposures, it is easy to overlook the functional origins 
of the event-document relationship embedded in the photograph and the moment of 
documentation in relation to the decisions which enabled it and the products that 
subsequently resulted from it. 

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Elements of Form 

Diplomatic micro-analysis of the intrinsic and extrinsic elements of form focuses 
attention systematically on aspects of the photograph too quickly overlooked in the 
conflation of content and meaning. Careful consideration of the elements of 
photographic form facilitates an understanding of the functional context of creation 
in which photographs acquired and communicated meaning. It also illuminates the 
circumstances of authorship and origination by clarifying the relationship between 
the photographer (writer) and the issuing body (author). and by establishing the 



"WF. M A K l i  O I I K  TO0L.C AN11 OUR TOOLS MAKF. US" 
L I S S O N S  F R O M  PHOTO(IKAPHS FOR THE I 'KACTICF. P0L.ITICS. A N 0  POETICS OF DIP I .OMATICS 

relationship between the photographic document and its functional origins in a larger 
documentary context of visual and textual documents. While the terms devised for 
documents of verbal communication must be altered to accommodate the nature of 
documents of visual communication, many of the basic concepts behind the terms 
nevertheless apply. 

To date, detailed structural analyses of the intrinsic and extrinsic elements of 
photographic form produced by librarians for cataloguing purposes have been used 
by archivists as tools of description, not tools of appraisaLJ4 Attention paid by photo- 
archivists to elements of form has largely been mistaken for a preoccupation with 
the history of the medium, ignored as curatorial concerns beyond the scope of archival 
interest, or relegated to the realm of public access tools and, more recently. descriptive 
standards. The "Photographs Hierarchy" of the Getty Art History Information 
Program's Art & Architecture The.suurus is "organized into sections concerning form, 
function, technique, and subject type,"" and permits an exploration of the elements 
of photographic form and their recurring relationships with other hierarchies. Although 
not developed for diplomatic purposes, the Photographs Hierarchy offers an 
opportunity to explore the photograph in terms the "integral components of its 
intellectual articulation" and the way they "tend to gather in gro~ps.""~ 

The gathering of these elements into protocol, text. and eschatocol is not wholly 
transferable to visual materials which do not present their elements in a linear fashion. 
However, Boyle simplifies the intrinsic elements of documentary form to "a beginning 
(jm)focol), a middle (cnrpus o r  contextus), and an end (eschatocol)" and provides a 
table which acknowledges that "there are differences between the layout of 
irl~frurn~rzttr that transmit acts of public persons and those in which the principals are 
private persons,just as there are variations in each depending on the solemnity of the 
act.w7 Similarly, Duranti offers alternative definitions of intrinsic elements more easily 

applied to visual docun~ents. Protocol. for example. can be more appropriately 
described as "the administrative context of the action." The text comprises the action, 
event, and argument in visual form: the eschatocol presents the documentation context 
of the action, means of validation, and indications of responsibility. These component 
parts. however. do not necessarily present themselves in three physically distinct and 
recognizable sections, and the grouping of intrinsic elements of intellectual form 
can be accomplished by analysis of protocol, text, and eschatocol elements as 
presented i n  physical location (recto/verso, corners) and expressed in visual or verbal 
form. 

Knowledge of the nature and history of visual communication and photographic 
practice, therefore, is fundamental to the visual literacy necessary for understanding 
photographic form and function. Emulsions can be considered the photographic 
equivalent of inks. Blindstamps and embossing are the counterparts of medieval seals 
and the passe-partout and velvet liners of cased images can be read as special signs. 
The language elements of vocabulary, composition, and style are easily transposed 
to photographic documents. The universe of pre-photographic referents forms the 
vocabulary of the photographer: composition is a key factor of visual analysis and 
much has been written about the pictorial conventions that have governed photographic 
composition over the last 150 years. The style of the photograph may be 
representational (straight), pictorial, abstract. or symbolic. Knowledge of photographic 
practice is also essential to be able to distinguish annotations made in the execution 



phase A-om those in the handling and management phases. In  addition. polarity can 
reveal the status of transmission. process and format are linked t o  date. and size may 
suggest purpose. 

Despite some success i n  identifying photographic counterparts lor intrinsic and 
extrinsic elements of form. differences inherent in the nature of the photograph as a 
carrier of information pose fundamental p rob lem for a direct application of' 
diplornatics to visual materials i n  Canadian archives. The documents within the 
purview of diplomatics were "devised. composed and written for purposes of entering 
into communication" and have forms that were "designed the better to preserve the 
burden of the document."'"ut words and images communicate in  different ways 
and carry different burdens. A certain syntactical tension is immediately evident 
between a discipline based on the linearity of verbal communication and the 
simultaneity of visual communication. Written documents permit a progressive 
analysis of documentary elements: photographs "do not present their constituents 
successively. but siniultaneously. so the relations determining a visual structure are 
grasped in one act of vi~ion."~" Photographs. like electronic records. pose a challenge 
to the custodial mind by transgressing tidy organizational and jurisdictional 
b~undaries.~" Photographic images are decontextualized and recontextualized into 
photographic documents. and in the process assume new functions and acquire new 
meanings within new contextual configurations. Archivists must recognize that 
archival value in photographs resides in the interrelationships between photographs 
and the creating structures, animating functions. programmes. and information 
technology that created them." I t  is for this very reason that we must preserve the 
functional context which transforms photographic images into photographic 
documents. 

Duranti asserts that "the object of diplomatics is not any written document it  studies. 
but only the L I I ~ ~ I ~ L ~  document. that is a document created or received by a physical 
or juridical person in the course of a practical activity."" Photographs have been 
called "unassailably probative."" but not in the diplomatic sense. While this notion 
of what is archival accommodates the rigid application of diplomatics to documents, 
i t  effectively excludes most photographs in Canadian archives. Such a narrow 
definition of archival documents may be appropriate to European archival practice. 
but i t  is unduly restrictive i n  the Canadian total archives context and fails to 
acknowledge the archival nature of visual materials. However, Lorraine O'Donnell. 
citing Brien Brothman's work on the determinant influence of the social system on 
authorship and origination. suggests that diplomatics can be extended to private 
photographic "manuscripts" which "result from non-juridical individuals acting 
according to their own will." by demonstrating that seemingly private and spontaneous 
family photographs can be analyzed in terms of the social habits, routines. and 
conventions as well as ideological rules of representation.'.' 

Form and Function 

If. as Duranti suggests. "the first important contribution of diplornatics to archival 
work is its definitional component, which identifies the meaning and function of the 
constituent parts of the document. and names them i n  a consistent and significant 
way."" then we must recognize that the terminological rigour of diplomatics is a 



product of the same rules. written or unwritten. as the documents--textual and often 
written in accordance with precise, unvarying tbrmulae--upon which the discipline 
was founded. Such definitional precision supplies clarity to communication, but, as 
Richard Bolton points out in Tlw Contest o f 'Meun in~ ,  "the intrinsic and universal 
properties of-the photograph have never been established with complete ~atisfaction."~~ 
Furthermore, at a fundamental level, verbal and visual communication do not produce 
documents that share a universal structure. Photographs do not share acommon form 
or "typical structure" with textual documents. They are not produced by the same 
rules. Their structure is differently constituted and much less rigorously defined. 
Words and images communicate i n  different ways and carry different burdens. They 
arise from different intentions. are directed at different audiences. and suit different 
purposes. 

Photographs not only function in different ways, but their physical Sorm and internal 
articulation are not necessarily indicators of function or markers of context. "The 
formal arrangement of a photograph explains nothing," John Berger  contend^.^' Form 
seldom "reveals and perpetuates the function i t   serve^."'^ Outward appearances are 
reproduced with visual authority but neither message nor function is encoded in 
form. It is here-at the very core of diplomatics, in the principle that "the form of a 
document reveals and perpetuates the function it servesw--that the rigid application 
of diplomatics to photographs runs aground. Diplomatics was founded upon the strict 
relationship of documentary form and function. But the form and function of a 
photograph are not usually linked strictly and predictably in a determinate way. As a 
result, the relationship between forni and function is not consistent as an indicator of 
the value, meaning, or authority in photographs. Form does not convey and reveal 
content. 

The photographic image is inherently ambiguous. A photograph of clear-cutting 
only becomes a document-about progress for developers, jobs for lumbermen, logging 
practices for foresters, ruin for environmentalists, or territorial appropriation for native 
peoples--when i t  is tethered to its functional context. Its "true nature" cannot be 
discerned from the form or even content of the photograph alone. Its evidential value, 
linked to a message of financial investment, labour opportunity, technological 
advancement, environmental degradation, or aboriginal land claims. only becomes 
clear when the image is returned t o  its broader context of production. purpose, and 
use. The value of the photographic image and its role in the action in which it 
participated is not inherent in the content of the image or embedded in the intrinsic 
and extrinsic elements of form. Rather. it is anchored to the functional context of 
creation and cannot be teased from the image itself. 

I n  a remarkably archival commentary, art critic John Berger points out that 
photographs "do not in themselves preserve meaning .... Meaning is the result of 
understanding functions."'" The informational value of a photograph is fixed by its 
content; its evidential value is neither absolute nor static, but rather varies with the 
multiple circumstances of document creation. A photographic image may become 
several, separate photographic documents. A photograph created for one purpose 
may later be employed to serve others. Identical prints, each a complete original, 
may be made at different times for different purposes to circulate in different 
discourses--commercial, scientific, political, economic, journalistic, aesthetic--and 
may even serve diametrically opposed functions. Each time a negative is printed, 
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each time a print is used. the photographic image is transformed into a photographic 
document created by an author with a purpose to convey a message to an audience. 
And each use must be understood as a distinct, though sometimes interrelated. context 
of document creation with a change of message from one context to the next. It is for 
this reason that the existence of the identical photograph in two differentjimls or. 
indeed, two different institutions (for example, the National Archives of Canada and 
the National Gallery of Canada) must not be construed as duplication in the first 
instance or government waste in the second, but rather must be understood as the 
logical outcome of the appropriation and reappropriation of a photograph with fixed 
content and physical configuration into different functional contexts with the attendant 
transformation of a single image into multiple  document^."^' 

These multiple acts of document creation based upon a single photographic image 
are not inconsistent with diplomatics' useful focus on originals. authorship. and 
intrinsic and extrinsic form. The point of contention undermining strict diplomatic 
analysis. however. is that these multiple creations or re-creations do not become 
eviclent through an analysis of form or internal structure of the visual document. but 
rather through the study of functional context around. above. and parallel to it. This 
points to the importance of studying the context or history of the record and the 
broader functional universe in which it circulates and acts."' 

Differences in form and function neither preclude the place of photographs in ar- 
chives nor deny their status as documents. They do not make photographs special-- 
or less archival--only different. While they make it unreasonable to expect diplomatics 
to apply strictly to documents that do  not share the structural universals that link 
form and function, they do not negate the value of diplomatic as a conceptual 
framework. I t  is, therefore. not as a rigidly-defined. "scientific" exercise in 
identification and labelling. but rather as "a mind-set. an approach. a perspective, a 
systematic way of thinking about archival documents""' that diplomatics is especially 
usefui in helping archivists understand the functional context and evidential value of 
the photographic document. 

Evidenttal Value 

Because. as Barbara Craig has pointed out. "people not machines make  record^."^' 
photography's "relationship with reality is as tenuous as that of any other medium.""-' 
I n  order to understand the evidential value of archival photographs, archivists must 
t'irst abandon their faith in the function of the photographic document as a truthful 
representation of material reality and cease to equate archival value with image 
content. Because the mechanical origins and verisimilitude of the photographic image 
have long veiled its ability to affect. shape, and communicate views of reality, 
photographs have been successfully enlisted by organizations and individuals as 
rhetorical devices. Here. the broader purpose of diplomatics "to determine the 
reliability of documentary  source^""^ runs into problems because the message of the 
photographic document is not necessarily linked directly to its "reliability" as a 
transcription of reality. A familiar example will demonstrate this. revealing how the 
full meaning of the content of a photographic document resides in the action in which 
the photograph participated. 



A large multi-panel panorama showing Canadian troops advancing towards the 
village of Thelus on Vimy Ridge was part of the second exhibition sponsored by the 
War Records Office, which opened in London in July I9 1 7.h" The exhibition catalogue 
called the photograph "an impression. nay, indeed a reality, of the splendid horror 
snatched by the photographer, in the fraction of a second. from the clutching of 
Death." But Peter Robertson has demonstrated that the photograph was. in fact. a 
composite of at least two negatives with shelltire added through retouching."' The 
final print used to produce the exhibition mural can be understood as a document, 
created by a corporate will, to communicate through photographs the courage. 
heroism, and the (implicit) march towards Allied victory by Canadian troops. It was 
authored by the Canadian War Records Office. although i t  was taken or, in diplomatic 
terms. "written" by Lieutenant Ivor Castle. The immediate purpose was to show 
what was happening at the Front. The audience was the civilian population on the 
home front. The message, according to Max Aitken. was "what our men have 
achieved." As a visual record of a pre-photographic referent, the photograph of 
advancing troops encounters serious problems with the diplomatic concepts of 
reliability and authenticity; as an evocation of war, it documents the throes of battle 
more vividly and more accurately than could any single unretouched photograph. 

The now farnous photograph Over rlir Tr)p was also exhibited. Although (as 
subsequently revealed) taken not at the Front but during training at trench-mortar 
school behind the lines, i t  epitomized the Canadian War Records Office stance that: 

We must .vcJr our men climbing out of the trenches to the assault before we 
can realise the patience. the exhaustion. and the courage which are the assets 
and trials of the modern fighting man."" 

Neither the meaning of this photograph. nor its message, nor its archival value. nor 
its authority reside in the veracity of the facts represented; now of these are apparent 
through a diplomatic analysis of photographic form. but can only be understood 
within the broader context of the process and purposes of document creation within 
the Canadian War Records Office. 

The evidential value that emerges in the recovery of the functional context of these 
images undermines the standard approach to photographs which Schellenberg and 
others have championed: 

... the provenance of pictorial records in some government agency. corporate 
body or person is relatively unimportant. for such records do not derive much 
of their meaning from their organi~ational origins .... Information on the 
functional origins of pictorial records is also relatively unimportant."" 

Because photographs are an integral part of the means by which governments and 
businesses communicate legislation. implement policies, and "manufacture consent." 
and because photographs convey. in a non-verbal way. the ideological context of 
values and beliefs that inform and animate official policies and practices. they 
constitute an important interface between institution and individual. To see them 
only as supporting or narrative documents is to employ a typology both inappropriate 
to the nature of the document and ineffective as a measure of value. Whenever 
government and business choose to communicate certain kinds of information. values. 
and beliefs through photographic documents. the very choice of the photograph as 



the carrier of information extends the connection between the archival document 
and the juridical system to the broader social, cultural, intellectual, and technological 
systems in which the camera, as Jonathan Crary points out, is a "point of intersection," 
where "philosophical, scientific, and aesthetic discourses overlap with mechanical 
techniques, institutional requirements, and socioeconomic  force^."^" By going beyond 
photographic realism and informational value to think more broadly about authorship 
and function, archivists can engage the photograph as a document, focusing not on 
its content but on the functional context of its creation. 

The extension of diplomatics from records of bureaucratic transactions created within 
the procedural rules, written or unwritten, of a juridical system to records of cultural 
actions and transactions created within the technological and cultural rules of 
production7' of a social system requires that we abandon our naive belief in  
photographs as mechanically produced fragments of reality and take a closer look at 
what Brien Brothman calls the "social act of authorship or ~rigination."~? The influence 
of written and unwritten, conscious and unconscious rules on authorship and 
origination is the subject of an extensive study by French sociologist and cultural 
theorist Pierre Bourdieu. In  his book, Photography: A Middle-brow Art, Bourdieu 
examines how photographic practice is subject to social rules and invested with social 
f~nct ion.~ '  Looking at the way in which the production of a photograph is subject to 
"schemes of perception, thought and appreciation," Bourdieu concludes that 
photographs are taken within "an explicit and codified system defining legitimate 
practice in terms of its objects, its occasions, and its m~dal i t ies ."~~ Of course, these 
objects, occasions, and modalities have changed over the last 150 years and must not 
only be revealed but also understood in historical context. While the system affects 
the photograph, that system is rarely juridical in nature as understood by diplomatists. 

If we set aside our propensity to equate content, truth, and message, we may begin 
to understand that in the administration of government, business, or any institutional 
creator, the photographic document is created as an instrument of corporate ideology 
and fundamental values. The same, of course, holds true for private papers which, 
embodying the values and beliefs of individuals, must be understood within the larger 
field of social and cultural production. In his book, The Burden of Rrpresentution, a 
title reminiscent of Boyle's "the burden of the document," John Tagg defines 
photographs as "material items produced by a certain elaborate mode of production 
and distributed, circulated and consumed within a given set of social relations; images 
made meaningful and understood within the very relations of their production and 
sited within a wider ideological ~omplex."~' Tagg relates "photography's privileged 
status as a guaranteed witness of the actuality of objects or events i t  represents" to 
"the operation of certain privileged apparatuses within the given social formation, 
such as ... scientific establishments, government departments, the police and the law 
courts" and argues that the photograph operates within economic, social, and cultural 
domains as part of what Michel Foucault has called the "general politics of truth." 

David Nye's brilliant analysis of the photographic archive of General Electric 
suggests that "all photography must be understood not as a form of realism or as a 
hierarchy of better or worse artistic expressions, but as the concretization of social 
 value^."^' He argues that the company's huge photographic file can only be understood 
"as messages to specific audiences": 
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Collectively the archive is far more than evidence of General Electric's interest 
in and use of photography. It records how a major corporation created 
ideologies appropriate to different audiences and marketed these constructions 
of reality through photographs." 

Proceeding from Nye's premise that "wherever a company photographer pointed 
his lens lay a subject that the corporation wished to interpret," we may apply the 
diplomatic concern for the context of document creation to gain insight into the use 
ofphotograph by government and business. not as truth. but as message. Underlying 
Nye's assertion is John Berger's idea that photography plays "a crucial role in 
ideological struggle" as a "means of testing, confirming and constructing a total 
view of reality."7x 

Diplomatics and Visual Literacy 

At the same time that the rigour of diplomatic criticism is undermined by the inherent 
ambiguity of the photograph. diplomatics is a useful conceptual tool by which 
archivists may come to achieve a greater degree of visual literacy, and by that I mean 
the ability to "read" the message of the photograph. to comprehend its evidential 
value. and understand it as an archival document. By studying the first principles and 
foundational concepts of diplomatics. archivists will find insight into the relationships 
between the photograph and the facts represented. By studying the photograph, not 
as a more or less accurate transcription of the material world, but in terms of its 
relationships with the persons concurring in its formation, diplomatic principles and 
concepts may help to break the presumed link between the photographic image and 
visual "truth" by revealing the photograph to be a mediated representation of reality; 
the product of a series of decisions; created by a will, for a purpose, to convey a 
message to an audience. 

"Visual literacy requires the same critical analysis as verbal literacy." wrote William 
Leary in his RAMP study on the archival appraisal of photographs. But visual literacy 
cannot be reduced to terminological rigour. The exercise of applying diplomatics to 
photographs is, remarkably, a fruitful one. providing a foundation for understanding 
the photograph as a document. In the broad definition of diplomatics lie the 
fundamentals of visual literacy. It offers another way of asking the questions and 
addressing the concepts essential to an understanding of photographs in terms of 
document-creation: context. authorship. intentionality. audience. Photographs have 
been described as "information severed from all lived experience ... like images in the 
memory of a ~tranger."~" Diplomatics offers us one avenue for recontextualizing them. 
but diplomatic analysis alone cannot suffice to understanding photographic 
documents. Nor should we. as archivists. limit ourselves unnecessarily by choosing 
one conceptual framework over another. Rather, we must draw upon whatever 
resources there are at our disposal to fulfil the goal of diplomatics: to identify. evaluate. 
and communicate the true nature of archival documents. 

Diplomatics is most useful as a mindset that forces us to consider the purpose and 
function of archival photographs and the action in which they participated. It helps 
us understand what John Berger means when he calls the photograph "a message 
about the event it records."*" or what Svetlana Alpers suggests when she urges us to 
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look at photographs, not as "pictures illustrating history ..., but rather pictures 
themselves constituting a social f a ~ t . " ~ '  Diplomatics is best embraced "as a body of 
concepts informing the thinking and writing of professional  archivist^."^^ While 
diplomatics places the analysis of the photograph squarely within the world of archival 
practice and can serve to correct misconceptions about photographs and photographic 
archives, it is by no means the only route to, nor, as shown, an infallible orthodoxy 
for the understanding of documents and their broader context. Critical approaches to 
verbal and visual representation from art history, anthropology, cartography, 
communication and media studies, history, philosophy, and photographic history 
and criticism also provide an opportunity for application by analogy and provide 
valuable insights for evaluating photographs within an archival context." Such 
approaches tread unfamiliar, though fertile, intellectual territory. From them we must 
extract methodology and extrapolate to archives. At the same time, the diplomatic 
concept of the document and its analysis of the elements of form force us to extrapolate 
in a different direction, transcending the limitations imposed by text-based definitions 
and returning to the fundamental nature of visual communication and to basic 
questions of representation. 

By shifting attention away from content and focusing on the context of document 
creation, diplomatics may help archivists achieve greater visual literacy and recognize 
that "camera-made images have no special privilege as documents of culture. But 
they have their own resources, different in kind from those of paint or stone or ink 
and pen."84 However, as shown, it is only when applied flexibly and by analogy, 
rather than rigidly and directly, that diplomatics can help to achieve a balanced archival 
contextual appreciation and understanding of the record. 

Diplomatics and the Myths of Photographic Archives 

Diplomatics throws into question three myths that plague photographic archivists 
and hinder the recognition of photographic documents. Duranti clearly states that 
"the single document ... is the area of diplomatics."" Yet when archivists focus on a 
single photograph, they are quickly denounced as  curator^,"^^ suggesting somehow 
that single photographs are less deserving of individual attention as documents than 
are single written documents. The pejorative tone attached to the term "curator" 
usually derives from the erroneous assumption that a photo-archivist is motivated by 
the same concerns as the curator, namely artistic merit or connoisseurship. But 
aesthetic considerations are a minor element of the archival appraisal of photographs 
and merit attention only for the way in which they contribute to "the consequences 
wanted by the author." Just as good grammar assists verbal communication and 
standardizes comprehension, aesthetic quality aids visual communication. The curator, 
with a mandate to collect for aesthetic reasons, isolates the photographs from the 
context of creation and offers them up for, what Svetlana Alpers calls, "attentive 
looking" and thereby transforms documents into art.87 The first principles and close 
questioning of diplomatics reverses the process not because form follows or dictates 
function, but because attention to form helps recover the functional context of 
document creati~n.~" 

Leonard Boyle claims that the application of diplomatics demands "a thorough 
competence in the language of the document," pointing out that the analysis of papal 
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bulls, royal charters and manorial accounts requires "a knowledge of chronology ... 
and of local usages [and] conventions ..." and "an easy familiarity with the methods, 
formulae, and practices ... of the period and regi~n."~ '  The implication for visual 
literacy of these textual concerns is obvious. Archivists cannot presume to understand 
the photographic document without an equally "thorough competence in the language 
of [photography] ... and an easy familiarity with its methods, formulae, and practices." 
In emphasizing the need to understand the language of the document, diplomatics 
challenges the insidious belief that a knowledge of the history of photography and 
photographers, of technology, processes, styles, and representational conventions is 
an academic and archivally irrelevant exercise to "document the medium." Quite the 
contrary, such knowledge is essential to uncover what Boyle calls part of the "central 
reality" of the document."' 

If, as Duranti quite rightly cautions, ''It is impossible to understand the message 
fully without understanding the makeup and articulation which the author chose to 
express it,"" how do we explain the glaring omission of courses on visual materials 
in Canadian and American guidelines for pre-appointment archival education? 
Photographs receive short shrift, lumped together with all other non-textual documents 
in some general overview of "special media." Whereas courses were quickly developed 
for the management of electronic records, scant attention has been paid in archival 
graduate education to the history, theory, and archival analysis of photographs or, for 
that matter, visual materials. The only notable exception in Canada is the University 
of Manitoba MAS programme, which is embedded, curiously enough, in the 
traditionally visually arid discipline of history. 

Ultimately, we must also reject the moniker of "special media," which only serves 
to exclude or marginalize photographs in archives. How can we learn to "respect all 
types of records as full participants in the archive economy""' if we do not recognize 
that we live in a visual culture and that information is communicated in different 
ways by different media. In defining all documents in textual terms and teaching the 
methods of verbal--written, printed, electronic--communication, we presume we can 
treat all types of records in the same way. As a result, anything that is not verbal is 
labelled "special media" and relegated to the margins of archivy. Luciana Duranti, in 
her series on diplomatics, expresses the hope that "archivists knowledgeable about 
special media archives will make an effort to apply diplomatic concepts to the material 
in their care."" Who are these archivists and how did they get to be knowledgeable 
about the special media in their care? Certainly not as a result of the logocentric 
thinking which frames archival education and underlies archival theorizing. 
Photographs may not be produced according to the same procedures that confer 
authenticity or authority in a textual, verbal world; but rules of cultural and technical 
production do govern their creation and archivists must be taught to recognize them 
and understand their impact on the photograph as a vehicle for communicating a 
message.q4 

At the same time that diplomatics can help dispel the myths of photographic archives, 
it can also reveal the conceptual weaknesses of some archival practices. The 
application of diplomatics to visual materials highlights the fact that the age-old 
archival balancing act between preservation and access often leaves archival 
photographs stripped of their physicality. Providing safe and easy access by copying 



photographs onto sheet film, catalogue cards, microform. or CD ROM homogenizes 
the image, removes differences in size, material, colour, and presentation and 
perpetuates the notion that photographs are the fragment of reality represented, a 
neutral configuration of visual facts that can be transposed from format to format 
without losing the full meaning of the content. 

Just as a document written on newsprint differs from one written on parchment, 
physical form is an essential part of the message. Although not an indicator of function, 
physical presentation is an essential part of the way in which the photographic 
document conveyed the message of its author to the intended audience. The format 
of a photograph determined the circumstances and way in which the image was 
~ i e w e d . " ~  A photograph taken with a view camera and tipped into a presentation 
album conveyed a very different will, purpose, and message than one recorded with 
a stereo camera and sold in a series of stereoviews. Size matters: a whole-plate 
daguerreotype is a powerful statement, much more so than a quarter-plate or a sixth 
plate, because of the cost and status conferred by the choice of plate size. Process 
matters: the choice of an ambrotype over a paper print implies a desire for uniqueness; 
the use of platinum over silver gelatin intimates an awareness of status; the use of 
gold chloride toning suggests a desire for permanence. All these decisions were made 
consciously by the persons concurring in the formation of the document. In our 
enthusiasm to embrace copying technology. whether analog or digital, we can easily 
obscure the aspect of the photographic message embedded in its original physical 
form. 

Archivists have perpetuated the kind of visual illiteracy demonstrated by 
Schellenberg by unwittingly promoting a conception of photographs as discrete, often 
decontextualized "pictures of somethingo--architectural details, building materials, 
costume, street signs, fence styles, geological  formation^.'^ Seen only in terms of 
their informational value, made accessible by name or place, archival photographs 
are robbed of their functional context and communicative power. In turn, used by 
researchers to "illustrate" written narratives, usually with minimal caption information, 
photographs are cropped, horizontals are reproduced as verticals to suit book design, 
and images are reproduced without attribution, further reflecting and reinforcing the 
idea that visual materials occupy a lower level in the hierarchy of archival 
documentation. The micro-analytical contextualizing strategy of diplomatics. if 
applied creatively, may help us rethink the theoretical underpinnings of photographs 
as documents, revise our approach to describing and providing access to photographs 
as archival documents, and refute the arguments of bureaucrats and researchers who 
expect a degree of item-level access and key word cross-referencing that is never 
demanded of textual materials. 

Diplomatics and Total Archives 

At the same time that Heather MacNeil speculates whether the "total archives model 
will eventually collapse under the weight of its divergent strains or whether these 
strains will eventually be synthesized into a more amenable framework,"" she claims 
that we need to "listen, attentively and tolerantly, to other, alternative, truths and as 
far as possible work toward their mutual reconciliati~n."~~ Diplomatics, with its origins 
in European archives, can (with caution) be embraced as an alternative truth to enrich 
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Canadian archival discourse, not transform it into a New World version of Old World 
practice. Ironically at the very time that Old World archivists are themselves 
questioning the implications of the total archives approach," MacNeil seems prepared 
to embrace the enduring value of European methods at the expense of Canadian 
traditions. However, the total archives framework which she sees as problematical is 
not, in fact, the problem. It grew out of historical and geographical circumstances 
which make it appropriate to the preservation needs of documentary heritage in 
Canada, where there are no well-funded manuscript repositories and well-established 
historical societies capable of taking up the slack. Furthermore, the total archives 
concept, now attracting the attention of European archivists, offers a richer, more 
three-dimensional perspective by addressing historical and contemporary, public and 
private, textual and non-textual records. Given the breadth of the total archives project. 
why must bureaucratic and cultural strains be seen to be divergent rather than 
complementary and supplementary? Surely any strains in or across the three total 
archives threads can be eased through broader vision, better communication, and 
greater cooperation, within and between institutions. and within the Canadian archival 
community. 

MacNeil suggests that "the methodological and interpretive differences [between 
archival and historical methods that] Duranti describes are magnified when filtered 
through the lens of diplomatics."""' But diplomatics need not be a source of 
divisiveness and territoriality. Rather, it can be a means to reconcile MacNeil's 
"alternative truths." For example, Janice Simpson's MAS thesis on the application 
of diplomatics to broadcast archives opens the door to a greater understanding of the 
historicity and specificity of archival practice. Simpson concludes from her study 
that a modern transaction may be covered by a number of supporting documents 
rather than by a single probative or dispositive document, and modifies the concept 
of intrinsic and extrinsic elements "to better identify new documentary characteristics" 
and indicate "different information configurations.""" Janet Turner's diplomatic study 
of authority in the United Church of Canada makes profitable use of diplomatics to 
achieve "a minutely precise understanding of the documentation of a single 
procedure." Yet, Turner recognizes that "the exercise also makes clear ... that i t  will 
be necessary to employ other tools of the archivist's trade in order to corroborate the 
discoveries of diplomatics and to address questions left unanswered by diplomatics." 
She concludes that "diplomatics provides a rigorous and precise means of examining 
the elemental archival unit, and thereby serves to sharpen both our individual 
perceptions and the other tools in the kit of the compleat Canadian archivist.""'? Such 
statements admit the possibility of a mutually fruitful dialogue between the so-called 
administrative-diplomatics and historical-cultural camps in Canadian archivy. Viewed 
as visual documents, created in the course of administrative and socio-cultural activity, 
evidence of actions and transactions, and an integral part of the organic accumulation 
of archives, both personal and private photographs can be subjected to contextual 
analysis of their origins. Understood as documents grounded in juridical or social 
systems of representation as well as in the historicity and specificity of photographic 
practice. photographs can take their rightful place in total archives thinking, theorizing, 
and practice. 



The Politics and Poetics of Diplomatics 

"How much has the world changed since medieval times?'Duranti believes that the 
diplomatic categorization is still valid, and indeed it is for certain kinds of documents. 
But the procedures developed for documents issued by medieval chanceries and 
exhibiting "a different form based on what they aimed to ac~omplish" '~~ must be 
adapted to new media documents which perform different functions and for which 
form does not follow function. Seventy years ago, Arthur Doughty recognized pictorial 
records as valuable aids to understanding the advance of civilization and encouraged 
their acquisition and use. From them, he contended, we can "obtain a connected and 
systematized view of our development." 

Now, forced by electronic records to consider more carefully the context of document 
creation, archivists might begin trying also to understand the documentary nature 
and evidential value of visual images as documents that not only resulted from but 
also participated in actions, both bureaucratic and cultural. By extrapolating from 
the first principles and conceptual basis of diplomatics, archivists can discover the 
full meaning of the content of photographs. Duranti's series of articles gives us a 
useful perspective to bring to photographs, one which emphasizes "context over 
content, purpose over use," and which poses "some of the most fundamental questions 
which must be asked in order to gain an understanding of archival materials."'w 

The effort to apply diplomatics to photographs, particularly in the Canadian context 
of total archives, involves more than an exercise to place a seventeenth-century 
template on modem documents, to see where the two line up and to tidy up the 
ragged edges. The lack of fit may be symptomatic of underlying theoretical disjunction 
and merits further investigation for what may be termed the politics and poetics of 
diplomatics. By politics, I refer to what Hayden White calls 

those interpretive practices which are ostensibly most remote from overtly 
political concerns, practices which are carried out under the aegis of a purely 
disinterested search for the truth or inquiry into the natures of things which 
appear to have no political relevance at all. This "politics" has to do with the 
kind of authority the interpreter claims vis-a-vis the established political 
authorities of his society, on the one hand, and vis-i-vis other interpreters in 
his own field of study or investigation, on the other, as the basis of whatever 
rights he conceives himself to possess and whatever duties he feels obliged 
to discharge as a professional seeker of truth. 

White's words seem especially relevant in view of the arguments of those neo- 
Jenkinsonian "professional seekers of truth," whose positivist stance embraces 
archives as neutral, archivists as objective, and documents as innocent. But 
postmodernism has stripped concepts of truth, reality, and objectivity of their 
paradigmatic authority and, as Terry Cook points out, "should make us uneasy, causing 
us to question certain central claims of our profes~ion."'~~ Both imagery and language 
are implicated in critiques of mimetic theories of representation and universal validity. 
W.J.T. Mitchell has written, "there is no neutral, univocal, 'visible world' ... no 
unmediated 'facts' ... no vision without purpose ... [no] naked reality ... [only] a world 
already clothed in our systems of repre~entation."'"~ Le Goff concurs: "the document 
is not objective, innocent raw material, but expresses past society's power over memory 
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and over the future.""" Nor can we take refuge in the claim that archivy is a science, 
for science, too, has been unmasked as a highly political and socially constructed 
process: "The scientific way of knowing is no longer regarded as a privileged discourse 
linking us to truth but rather one discourse among many, which constructs both the 
object of its enquiry and the modes of studying and representing that ~bject ."" '~ 
Archivists, as Brien Brothman quite rightly points out, "are not simply 'acquiring' 
and 'preserving' records of value; we are creating value, that is, an order of value, by 
putting things in their proper place, by making place(s) for them.""'9 The avowed 
goal of diplomatics as a positivist search for "truth" is fundamentally incompatible 
with the postmodem recognition that "the history of the record does not stop at the 
portals of archives. Archives are participants in that hi~tory.""~ 

The strict application of diplomatics to photographs in contemporary Canadian 
archives presupposes, not only the universal nature of documents, but also a monolithic 
view of archives and a totalizing vision of photography. It presumes diplomatics to 
be an enduring theoretical basis and methodological practice independent of time, 
space, culture, and technology. The lack of fit forces us to question the politics of 
diplomatics, just as Hayden White describes. Returning diplomatics as a discipline 
to the action in which it participated focuses attention on its functional origins and 
its own historicity. In an age of fakes and forgeries, diplomatics was developed to 
ascertain the authority and validity of documents. In an era when the documentary 
universe consisted of isolated records,"' diplomatic analysis could focus on the 
"elemental archival unit" with impunity. However, as Terry Cook points out. traditional 
bottom-up appraisal "reflects the general orientation of diplomatics, ... [and] breaks 
down in the reality of modem bureaucracies and contemporary  record^.""^ While 
the first principles of diplomatics, like other contextualizing strategies, permit an 
analysis of large numbers of photographs in the aggregate, diplomatic microanalysis 
strikes a chord of methodological dissonance in the post-custodial era of archival 
abundance. Certainly enthusiasm for the microcosmic perspective of diplomatics 
wanes in view of the enormous volume of photographic records. 

Ultimately, we must remember that diplomatics was a tool fashioned to perform a 
particular task. And, "tools are made to accomplish our purposes, and in this sense 
they represent desires and intentions. We make our tools and our tools make us: by 
taking up particular tools we accede to desires and we manifest  intention^.""^ Not 
surprisingly, in performing the task for which it was developed, diplomatics also 
served to maintain the hegemonic ideologies, political powers, and economic might 
of the great families, the state, and the church. As Thomas Richards suggests in The 
Imperial Archive. Knowledge and the Fantasy of Empire, "The state is neutral about 
knowledge so long as knowledge belongs to the state." He points out that "Today we 
routinely assume that no power can possibly exist without its underlay of documents, 
memoranda, licenses, and files," and that "like power, information does not exist in 
a vacuum. It has to be made and used. Data has no inherent function ..."Il4 

The poetics of archives implies those processes by which the nature and function 
of archives are shaped or reconstituted through social conventions and discursive 
practices. Archives, like museums, "did not spring ready-made from the earth like 
men from dragons' teeth, but have a long and complex history behind them which 
shapes what they are today .... [Tlhey embody and shape public perceptions of what 



is valuable and important at each period of their exi~tence.""~ Like the documents 
they preserve, archives have been created by a will, for a purpose, to convey a message 
to an audience. As a complex of institutional practices, they acquire meaning in 
society within the context of their creation and their value is embedded in their on- 
going function as a memory institution. The nature of the will and the audience are 
socially and politically constructed; the relationship between them determines the 
purpose and message of archives. As memory institutions, archives preserve what 
society deems worthy to remember; this is not universal across time and space. Things 
worthy of memory are constituted by concepts of truth, authority, order, and value, 
grounded in the relationship of past to present, framed by means of communication, 
and preserved by information te~hnologies."~ But, concepts of truth and authority 
have their own histories.'" The relationship of past to present has changed,'IX means 
of communication are reconfigured and transformed and, with them, the information 
technologies that preserve things worthy of memory. Even writing, itself a "device 
of rnern~ry,""~ has been examined as a cultural system and a means of communication 
with its own history of technology.'?" 

Jacques Le Goff, in History and Memory, suggests that archives have evolved as 
memory institutions, and traces the relationship between memory and law back to 
the Greek mnemon of oral tradition, the memory official "who maintains the memory 
of the past for the purpose of making juridical decisions .... The mnemons are used by 
cities as magistrates charged with keeping in their memories what is useful in religious 
matters (concerning the calendar in particular) and in jurisprudence. With the 
development of writing, these 'living memories' are transformed into archivists." 
But LeGoff also points out that in the tradition of the mnemon in maintaining collective 
memory and group cohesion, archivists were "guardians of the memorable events 
proper to each reign."'" Le Goff's exploration of the nature and function of memory 
from oral memory to written memory to printed memory to visual memory to 
electronic memory offers a continuum for understanding the poetics of archives. 
While the memorandum is now a common document in institutional archives, we 
have lost sight of its origins in the concept of memory. Le Goff points out that in 
thirteenth-century France, the word mkmorial entered the vocabulary in conjunction 
with financial accounts and the following century, mkmoire (masculin) designated 
an administrative dossier. With the social and political evolution of collective memory, 
its externalization and expansion first through writing, then through printing, the 
nature and role of archives evolved. 

The growing literature on collective memory offers archivists an opportunity to 
examine "the social and institutional determinants of remembering and forgetting,"I2? 
to explore the longstanding link between archives, collective memory, and national 
identity, and to investigate the impact of advances in communication, record-creation, 
and record-keeping, including printing, paper-making, and photography, on the content 
and mechanisms of collective memory. Recognition that remembering is "not the 
retrieval of stored information, but the putting together of a claim about past states of 
affairs by means of a framework of shared cultural ~nderstanding,"'~' opens the way 
to an appreciation of archives as "lieux de memoire where memory crystallizes and 
secretes itself."'24 It also allows us to reconcile the concept of objectivity in terms of 
"situated knowledge"'25 and acknowledge the role of archivists as historically-situated 
observers. 



Conclusion 

The nature. form, and function of recorded information has changed since Dom Jean 
Mabillon published De re diplomaticu in  1681. So have ideas about reality, truth, 
and representation. General literacy has increased and been transformed by mass 
communication and information technologies. The role and nature of collective 
memory has undergone profound transformations from oral to written memory, from 
written to visual memory, and most recently from physical support to electronic 
memory. Archives as memory institutions have evolved in response to these changes 
and to the evolution of ideas about the role of the past, of memory, of collecting, and 
of the communication of information. The revolution in information technology 
brought about by electronic and digital technologies and the invention and widespread 
adoption of photography changed "our way of doing things and our ways of thinking." 
It would be easy to dismiss the seventeenth-century discipline of diplomatics as arcane 
and outmoded, and declare its terminology cumbersome and of limited relevance to 
modern archives. Equally, it would be dangerous to accept it uncritically and without 
reservations. 

Throughout this article, I have tried to demonstrate that diplomatics can offer 
archivists a methodological framework by which to recontextualize photographs 
viewed traditionally as discrete decontextualized moments. If used creatively and by 
analogy, as shown, diplomatics can be a useful conceptual tool for understanding 
photographs in an archival context. However, the emphasis of diplomatics on textual 
records created for bureaucratic purposes ignores the social and cultural accountability 
which is central to Canadian archival tradition. If applied with formulaic exactitude 
and undue rigidity, I fear it may limit archival concerns to "documents which result 
from a practical administrative activity" and thus overlook, or implicitly devalue. 
private records, non-textual records, or even those administrative records not having 
obvious evidential value to their creators. 

MacNeil identifies "a growing conviction evident in recent archival writing that 
archival methods must be driven by our understanding of the document-event 
relationship,""" but photographs are seldom viewed in these terms although it is "the 
document-event relationship" that reconstitutes the photographic image as an archival 
document. Traditionally, archivists have presumed that photographs in the "realist" 
vein are purely descriptive, those in the "expressive" mode purely artistic, setting up 
a binary opposition that ignores the core of archival thinking: functional context.'?' 
Here, Terry Cook's insight into the nature of archival documents is no less true of 
photographic documents than written documents: "Behind a document is the need to 
document. Behind the document ... lies the action, the process, the broader function 
of the records creator.""' The benchmarks and micro-level analysis of diplomatics 
provide one systematic way to explore the functional context of the archival 
photograph and its document-event relationship. 

However, diplomatics must not be embraced as a litmus test for the "archival-ness" 
of documents."Weveloped for a practical reason, diplomatics as a discipline provided 
the right tool for a particular purpose. But procedures designed two centuries ago to 
ensure the maintenance of hegemonic power do not determine what does and does 
not belong in archives, particularly Canadian archives. Our inability to apply a rigid 
concept of diplomatics to photographs in Canadian archives suggests three areas for 



further study, each with broad implications for archival institutions, theory, and 
practice. The first is the evolution of communication technology and its impact on 
records and record-keeping, the second concerns changing concepts of the nature 
and uses of memory, and the third involves shifting notions of authority, reality, and 
truth. What, for example, is visual truth in a postmodern intellectual climate which 
recognizes that "there is no unmediated photograph ... only highly specific visual 
possibilities, each with a wonderfully detailed, active, partial way of organizing 
worlds"?"" If we accept that archives are neither monolithic nor totalizing, but reflect 
and constitute prevailing concepts of records, memory, and truth, then we must 
recognize that what archives keep and what archives do is socially constructed, 
grounded in time and space. 

This initial effort to apply diplomatic principles and procedures to photographs in 
Canadian archives suggests that "analyzing photographs in archival terms" involves 
more than the excoriation of custodial sins which are more operational than theoretical, 
more than the articulation of the legal value of a fraction of photographs in Canadian 
repositories, and more than the assessment of documentary value as an expression of 
visual truth.'." Its recognition that photographs are documents "different in kind from 
those of ... ink and pen," makes it possible to understand the evidential value of 
photographs in the total archives project without reformulating the definition of total 
archives or broadening our definition of art.'32 Its effort to incorporate photographs 
into mainstream archival thinking and theorizing suggests that the total archives project 
of documenting society in all media is not inherently logocentric; it has only been 
interpreted that way. 

I contend that diplomatics is not a wedge, but a bridge between archival and historical 
methods. If adapted to modern Canadian archives rather than used as a tool of 
Eurocentric archival imperialism, and if adopted more as a conceptual framework 
than as a mechanistic procedure, then diplomatics can reveal a great deal about 
documents, both public and private, in all media, by clarifying the archival nature of 
visual materials. The extension of diplomatics from bureaucratic transactions in 
juridical systems to cultural transactions in social systems demonstrates the 
complementarity and supplementarity of public and private records in the total archives 
project by revealing the interrelatedness of functional contexts. Because functionality 
and context do not emerge solely from the diplomatic analysis of form and structure 
of photographic documents, diplomatics must be used in conjunction with other 
contextualizing strategies to return documents to the action in which they originally 
participated. In the clash between positivism and postmodermism at the heart of this 
exercise, the historicity and specificity of both photographic and archival practice 
emerge as seminal concerns. 

Traditional photography's high modernist intentions may be easily transposed to 
the diplomatist's quest for a kind of objective truth assured by a quasi-scientific 
procedure. If we share William J. Mitchell's "queasiness with ... unabashedly totalizing 
formulations" and his "skittishness about hugging a logocentroid quite so clo~ely,""~ 
let us subject diplomatics to "a continuous process of ex t rap~ la t ion" '~~  in order to 
find "new uses for an old science." Let us adapt, as may be useful and relevant, its 
principles and concepts to new forms of documents and new functions of archives in 
an effort to understand the archival nature of visual documents. Let us take up 
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O'Donnell's plea for openness to all record forms, and MacNeil's call for receptivity 
to alternative truths. And finally, let us reconsider the first principles of diplomatics 
as a means to reconcile theory and practice, administrative and historical approaches. 
Fiscal restraint has already begun to erode the Canadian "total archives" tradition;''" 
let us ensure that a seventeenth-century European archival discipline is not embraced 
as a tool to justify it. 
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