Remarks on the Integration
of Special Collections
Clifton H. Jones

Increasingly stringent budgets, library automation, and the anticipated imposition of the
USMARC format for both print and non-print materials have encouraged special collections
repositories to reevaluate their roles within libraries. During the past several decades, rare book
librarians, archivists, and manuscript and other special collections curators have developed
their own acquisition, processing, cataloging, and access standards for their collections. Grad-
ually, libraries have accepted the necessity for separate procedures. However, while the unique
needs of users of special collections are better served, the special collections repository, as a
result of its independence, has been isolated from the mainstream of library development. Also,
individual collections within the repository are often isolated from one another. This paper
offers a brief history of the development of separate standards for archives, rare book, and
manuscript collections; a description of the impact of these standards on the administration of
repositories; and a discussion of the prospects for the integration of collections within the repos-

itory itself and of the repository within the mainstream of libraries.

he integration of component
collections within special col-
lections libraries is certainly not
a new question. In fact it was
not too many years ago that more than a
few libraries cataloged manuscripts fol-
lowing much the same standards as they
did for their books. However effective that
particular form of integration may or may
not have been, the issue—perhaps specter
to some—of integration is again reappear-
ing, prompted by two primary factors.
The development of new bibliographic
standards alone raises the question of
compatible cataloging formats, not only
for the various forms of printed materials,
but also for such special collections materi-
als as three-dimensional artifacts, graphic
materials, manuscripts, and possibly even
archival collections. The soon-to-be issued
Library of Congress interpretation of
AACR2'’s chapter on manuscripts, for ex-
ample, accepts USMARC for manu-
scripts, while at the same time stressing
the importance of the finding aid; OCLC

has addressed the question of standard
format for manuscripts in the use of its
data base; and RLIN, ata projectat Yale, is
addressing the same question for its own
system. These efforts all represent a form
of integration, because once a record of a
manuscript or special collections’ holding
is entered into the common data base, it is
integrated with all other records already
there. If an acceptable machine-readable
format for manuscripts appears, conceiv-
ably one can be devised for other non-
print materials as well.

The full effect of bibliographic standards
in automation won’t be felt until some-
time in the future. Today, perhaps the
prime motivation for integration of special
collections is financial. With shrinking
budgets in libraries, it is becoming increas-
ingly difficult to justify traditional ap-
proaches in the administration of special
collections. It is ironic that it is by no
means unusual for an administration to
authorize an expenditure of several thou-
sand dollars for a rare imprint, only to balk
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at the high cost of processing a gift collec-
tion of several hundred titles which that
same administration may have accepted
as a favor for a donor seeking a tax deduc-
tion. Frustrating, perhaps, but the lack of
support is a fact of life. The labor costs of
special collections are high in acquisition,
cataloging, promotion and development,
and public services. While we may argue
that virtually all of our programs are
underfunded, special collections, like any
other program in a library, must justify its
existence through its productivity. Its pro-
ductivity will ultimately be measured, I
feel, on the basis of its use, although the
value of the status and prestige that it
lends to its parent institution will remain a
factor.

Special collections, like all other library
programs, will be under increasing pres-
sure to justify their operations. For illus-
tration, it is not that unusual, even today,
for special collections to acquire a manu-
script collection in a field without consid-
ering whether their other collections,
much less the general library, can prop-
erly support that acquisition with compli-
mentary primary and secondary source
material. Such acquisitions will have, at
best, restricted research value. Special col-
lections will, as a consequence of budget
cutbacks, find themselves under pressure
to write collection development policies in
order to define acquisition fields for all of
their collections. The right hand within
special collections will, perhaps for the
first time, know what the left hand is do-
ing. It will become increasingly costly for
special collections to compete effectively
for the budget dollar if its own voice is di-
vided into several competing collections.
In short, the budget crisis will force special
collections both to justify its operations
and to compete more effectively for finan-
cial support.

The forces of automation, bibliographic
standardization, and budget cutbacks
raise the question of integration. Even if
we accept the definition of integration as
the adoption of certain common biblio-
graphic and administrative standards and
processes for the various holdings in spe-
cial collections, that does not justify inte-
gration, if indeed it can be justified. Joyce
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and Berner will be arguing their cases for
and against integration. My task is to de-
scribe and analyze the various factors that
have so far encouraged the separation of
archives, manuscript, and rare book
collections—three of the more important
collections found in special collections—
and to comment briefly on future pros-
pects of integration.

Special collections programs have not
yet achieved integration due to a series of
interrelated factors. It is partly a question
of the history of the field and the diversity
of the formats of holdings found in special
collections. Many special collections origi-
nated in the donation of a private gift to a
library which may have included not only
books, but also such materials as personal
papers, memorabilia, and photographs.
Admittedly, alibrary often accepted mate-
rial more for the status and prestige that
the gift conferred than for its potential re-
search value. As additional gifts were ac-
cepted, the body of disparate materials
grew large enough that the library could
establish a special collections unit. I have
not come upon a better working definition
of special collections than a repository for
all those collections that a library does not
know what else to do with. The result has
been that a special collections repository
typically holds a considerable diversity of
materials.

Gradually, libraries have accepted the
need for differing acquisition, processing,
and accessing methods for the different
collections commonly found in special col-
lections. By accepting different manage-
ment methods for rare books, archives,
and manuscripts, libraries may have in-
sured that the integrity of each format is
respected, but the approach also encour-
ages the independent administration of
each collection.

With the acceptance of separate man-
agement procedures for the major formats
in special collections has come the increas-
ing appreciation for the need for appropri-
ately trained staff. The M.L.S. remains
significant, of course, but the field of ar-
chives in particular, has established its
own standards in education and training,.

Archivists can trace the origins of their
profession to at least as early as the French




Revolution, but it was not until the 1930s
that the profession gained impetus in this
country with the establishment of the Na-
tional Archives and subsequently, the or-
ganization of the Society of American Ar-
chivists. The SAA, while it has not yet
established formal educational standards
or accreditation procedures for training
programs, nonetheless has led a very ef-
fective effort in education through its pub-
lication program, its workshops and semi-
nars, and its active conference schedule.
As aresult, general libraries have come to
accept, if ever so slowly, the special ad-
ministration of an archives—that an ar-
chives is to be administered by archival
conventions, not by standard library pro-
cedures.

The history of the rare book profession
is considerably different. Allied much
more closely with general librarianship
than archives, this profession reflects the
history of the rare book collection. Since
many collections were originally estab-
lished on the basis of their aesthetic value,
it should not be surprising that the rare
book librarian is often more concerned
with a title’s rarity than with its research
value. Actually, that perception of the rare
book librarian may be based more on ster-
eotype than reality. Today, most rare book
librarians readily acknowledge the poten-
tial research value of their collections; the
problem is often convincing others out-
side the rare book collection of such poten-
tial. There remains a strong tradition of
the scholar-bibliographer in rare books,
but the M.L.S. has become the required
credential. Rare book description differs
greatly from archives, of course, although
it does stress provenance. Generally, rare
book description accepts standard cata-
loging rules, while placing greater stress
upon certain USMARC fields.

The educational and professional differ-
ences between those working with ar-
chives on the one hand and rare books on
the other represent the extremes in the
range of educational traditions in special
collections. At least one other group of
professionals, however, has distin-
guished itself in recent years.

Manuscripts curators are neither wholly
archivist in their outlook nor librarian.
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Some are trained as archivists, some have

anM.L.S., a few are trained in both areas.
The field has not yet developed its own
educational or training standards, but the
collections that manuscript curators con-
trol have dictated the development of pro-
cedures specific to the needs of manu-
script collections. While a few manuscript
collections continue to catalog manu-
scripts on an item-by-item basis (a proce-
dure which may have some justification in
a literary collection), many other reposito-
ries have adopted, at least in part, general
archival principles. Most libraries today
do accept that manuscripts are not to be
managed as printed items, which are, by
and large, collections of personal papers,
but nonetheless differ from the manage-
ment of an institutional archives. In ad-
ministering their collections, manuscript
curators have adopted methods and ideas
from both libraries and archives, and with
good results, I believe. The finding aid, an
archival tool, has been used to great ad-
vantage, but since access through prove-
nance is, by itself, of limited effectiveness,
many manuscript curators have borrowed
the idea of subject access from libraries
and use entries in a card catalog to index
their finding aids.

Not only do educational and processing
standards differ, but so does the use of
rare books, archives, and manuscripts.
Research use of most rare book collections
is seldom high; the great majority of re-
search requests in college and university
archives are administrative in nature; but
almost all requests in manuscripts relate to
historical or related research. The type of
use in all these areas, however, may be
changing.

Differences in professional standards,
conventions, and education have been ex-
acerbated by a major shift that has oc-
curred in many special collections reposi-
tories. Certainly, a few special collections
libraries retain the proud tradition of the
rare title or manuscript. Other special col-
lections, however, are changing, if they
have not already done so, to collections
that emphasize specific subjects. This shift
involves the challenging conversion of
collections from being defined loosely
(e.g., by the acceptance of all-too-often
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unrelated gifts) to collections defined by

formal collection development policies.
The result is that once a library defines its
acquisition program, a special collections
program has the opportunity to acquire
materials in the areas of its greatest
strength. As the subject strengths of col-
lections have thus become evident, re-
search use increases. Increasing research
use will encourage further changes in the
administration of these special collections
repositories, thereby separating them
from the more traditional programs.

As such, the emergence of subject-
oriented special collections has signaled a
major shift in the character of special col-
lections. I repeat that rare items and fine
bindings continue to hold a very respect-
able position in the traditions of special
collections; but just the same, the research
value of the holdings in special collections
is—if ever so slowly—becoming recog-
nized, even outside of the field of special
collections itself. Such outside recognition
is critical if support for special collections
is to improve. Above all, special collec-
tions represent a repository of primary
source research materials. However
strong a general library’s research collec-
tion may be, it cannot effectively support
research in history and related fields with-
out comparably strong special collections.
The research value of archives, manu-
scripts, and subject collections is self-
evident (at least it is, once the collections
are processed and accessible), but the aes-
thetic reputation of rare books should not
obscure their potential research value ei-
ther. Thus, while the shift to subject em-
phasis in many special collections may in-
deed have encouraged the further
separation of archives, rare books, and
manuscripts, the emergence of subject-
oriented collections has also raised the
possibility of greater support for the pro-
grams due to greater use of the collections.

I'mentioned earlier that the pressures of
automation and the resulting pressure for
common bibliographic standards, and
budget justification are among the forces
pressuring for integration in special collec-
tions. To raise the issue of integration is
not to justify that process, but simply to
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recognize what may occur as a result of
these forces. In my own view, the possibil-
ity of providing better access to holdings
provides the one good reason for integra-
tion. Budget justification may be a good
motivation, but it alone is not a sufficient
reason for integration. If a library’s special
collections’ prime value to an institution is
its prestige, as is often the case, integra-
tion loses its importance. On the other
hand, in a research-oriented collection, in-
tegration offers the prospect of insuring,
for example, that a scholar examining
manuscripts will also be directed to mate-
rials of value in the program’s subject col-
lections, its archives, rare books, and, for
that matter, to holdings in other libraries
once the holdings of special collections are
entered into the common database of a
bibliographic utility. However, if integra-
tion offers the promise of more effective
access, it also offers dangers.

It must be remembered that the separa-
tion of archives, rare books, and manu-
scripts is the result of necessity. In the case
of the rare book, it has been possible to
rely on the standards of the Anglo-
American Cataloging Rules, but both archi-
vists and manuscript curators have been
forced to develop their own procedures to
insure the integrity of their holdings. It is
not a question of one set of traditions or
standards being right and the others
wrong; rather it is simply that the essen-
tial, basic conventions of each field must
be respected if all the holdings in special
collections are to be managed effectively.
If rare book librarians, manuscript cura-
tors, and archivists are to accept integra-
tion, they must be assured that those prin-
ciples they feel to be essential to the
management of their particular collections
are not being challenged heedlessly.

The appearance of bibliographic stan-
dards and pressures upon budgets may
haveraised the issue of integration; the in-
dividual traditions and conventions of ar-
chives, manuscripts, and rare books may
have led to their separation; and the emer-
gence of the research-oriented special col-
lections may have cemented that separa-
tion, but, nonetheless, I wonder if the
prime force, which will determine if inte-




gration is to be achieved or forgotten, is
not far more elementary in its nature than
any of these factors.

Special collection programs and those
individuals who work within special col-
lections enjoy an independence, not only
in respect to the management of their own
individual collections, but also in the
larger sphere of the parent institution. The
status and prestige of the collections, the
mystique of the fields involved, and the
specialized skills that archivists, manu-
script curators, and rare book librarians
have acquired have insulated special col-
lections from the scrutiny that is common
to all other programs in a library—few li-
brary administrators know enough about
work in special collections to judge its ef-
fectiveness. As such, the issue of integra-
tion concerns not only the administration
of separate collections within special col-
lections, but also the role of special collec-
tions within the general repository.

Undoubtedly, archivists, rare book li-
brarians, and manuscript curators appre-
ciate their independence. If integration
threatens that independence, what is
likely to be their reaction? I suspect that
few individuals would willingly give it up,
at least not without a fight.

A second way to perceive this indepen-
dence is to view it as isolation. A library
administrator may respect the indepen-
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dence of an archives, for example, but that
archives may be facing a very uncertain fu-
ture if, in its isolation, the archives is for-
gotten at each budget cycle. This after-
noon, our panel will raise the question of
integration and discuss its pros and cons
in respect to collections within special col-
lections. Perhaps an even more important

uestion, considering the competition for

e budget dollar, is the integration of spe-
cial collections within the mainstream of
libraries. The prospect of integration at ei-
ther level is not good.

I fear that the chief obstacle to integra-
tion will probably not be the objections in-
volving bibliographic standards or educa-
tion, but will be the desire of many to
protect the often very personal bailiwicks
that so many collections within special col-
lections have become, and the desire to
protect the status that so many profession-
als associate with their collections and
with their own particular specialities,
even at the great cost of isolation.

If the essential conventions and stan-
dards of rare books, archives, and manu-
scripts can be protected, integration may
certainly represent a viable alternative to
the traditional administration of special
collections. It is regrettable that its future
is likely to be determined by the desire to
protect empires and by questions of sta-
tus.





