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Performing Arts Archives

Dynamic Entities Complementing and Supporting
Scholarship and Creativity

—FRANCESCA MARINI

The Role of Archives in Democratic Societies

In the course of history, whenever political and social oppression take place,
many records that document the past and the rights of countries or individuals
are destroyed in order to make essential evidence unavailable to anyone who
may try to counteract the oppressors’ actions. Existing memory is erased. The
task of democratic archives is exactly the opposite: to preserve memory and the
records “created and received in the course of individual or institutional ac-
tivity and set aside (preserved) as evidence of that activity,”" as well as “for ac-
tion or reference.”” By keeping the records safe from malicious tampering and
destruction, archives in democratic societies hold individuals and institutions
accountable for their actions, making it possible for citizens to access the rec-
ords and exercise their rights. Many types of archives house the records of gov-
ernment, business, institutions of all kinds, and individuals, to name just a few
examples. All of them, including those that house performing arts materials,
participate in preserving democracy as well as cultural and artistic heritage. It
is therefore important to make a clear distinction between those who create the
records and the archivists who preserve these records for future reference and
use. The archival profession supports and fights for service and accountability
to the public. Therefore, archivists frequently oppose the actions of an admin-
istration or individual when these actions are anti-democratic. Recently, for ex-
ample, the Society of American Archivists has been very vocal in objecting to
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the government s attempts to restrict access to public records.” From an archi-
vists perspective, archives are a means to democracy, and working for an in-
stitution or individual should never imply supporting wrongdoing. In a demo-
cratic society, everyone who uses archives needs to remember that without the
work of archivists, many records would not survive and could not be used.

The archival community fully participates in international intellectual and
political discourse. Archival theory and practice have changed over the years,
embracing new ideas and challenges. Archivists such as South African Verne
Harris have been active in reshaping archives and archival practice in ways
that support and reflect progressive political and cultural changes in South Af-
rica and other countries.* Much of archival literature and practice focus on
the debate on archives as power;’ this debate also takes place in other commu-
nities and disciplines, such as theatre and performance studies. The thinking
of philosopher Jacques Derrida® and the postmodernist approach have played
an important role in current archival discourse.” But even before these ap-
proaches emerged, those in the archival community were engaged in self-
reflection and change.?

Performing Arts Archives and Sources

Archivists are active on many fronts and engage with different communities;
their work is complex, and not all of its aspects are directly visible to users.
For this reason, some users tend to have an oversimplified view of what archi-
vists do, and the role of the archival community is not always properly recog-
nized. Archivists work is highly interdisciplinary, relies on strong theoretical
and practical knowledge, and is carried out in a variety of settings and con-
texts. Performing arts archives are part of this variety. Archivists are players in
the discussion that surrounds the documentation of live performance, which
is a highly controversial topic in artistic, archival, and scholarly communities.
The selection and preservation in archives of materials that are directly or in-
directly related to performance may be seen as an imposition of power’ and is
often condemned as contrary to the spirit of live theatre and performance.'
In many instances there is a lack of communication and understanding among
artists, scholars, and archivists.

In reality, our goals are the same. We all love theatre and performance for its
live quality and its cultural, political, and social meaning. No one is interested
in turning theatre into a fixed, immutable entity. Performing arts archives make
it possible to preserve the memory of artists, movements, and performances.
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Archivists want this memory to stay alive and be used for new creations. One
Italian archivist who works in the archives of an active theatre, and whom I in-
terviewed for one of my studies, remarked: “The archive has to be alive; it has
to be an entity active for everybody. To the set designers whom . .. I have the
pleasure to know, I say: “This archive is waiting for your work. You know it is
here. ... Because it [an archive] has to be alive. If its existence is not known,
if it does not coexist with the city, the people, the scholars ... it is a dead ar-
chive. And theatre cannot be a dead issue: on the contrary, it has to make people
understand everything that is out there, convey the possibility to do and dis-
cover things.”!!

Other performing arts archivists and scholars with whom I have been in
contact through my studies and experience share this opinion. It is also recog-
nized that the materials held in archives—for example, photographs, videos,
promptbooks, programs, posters, sketches, plans, and stage models—are only
one part of what is needed to study and understand theatre and performance.
People and places are among the many sources used by scholars and artists.
In dance, for example, the dancer’s body is seen as an archive. “Dancers are
the living archives of dance history,” writes American dance critic and histo-
rian Martha Ullman West. “Long after they leave the stage, in their minds and
muscles they hold the memory of form, rhythm, mood, and intent, constitut-
ing an irreplaceable resource for performers, historians, and frequently the cho-
reographers themselves.”'* The dancers’ bodies are a source of information and
insight for others as well as for the dancers themselves; an American scholar
and tap dancer whom I interviewed pointed out that she discovers connections
as she dances.!”” Performance knowledge can be transmitted in many modes,
as performance studies scholar Diana Taylor discusses in The Archive and the
Repertoire."* Archivists do not only work with materials in archives; they also
act as liaisons among communities and make users aware of all other types of
sources available elsewhere.

Some Characteristics of the Work of
Performing Arts Archivists

Much of what I discuss in this article is drawn from results of a study of mine
that provided an overview of methodological approaches to theatre research
and scholarly uses of sources and of the interaction among theatre scholars,
archivists, and librarians."” Carried out over the course of three years (2002-5),
the study gave me the opportunity to broadly survey theatre research and the
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practices of performing arts archives and libraries in Italy and the United States
and, to a lesser degree, in France and Belgium. I conducted more than forty
interviews, including twenty-two with theatre scholars and nineteen with ar-
chivists and librarians in major university departments and performing arts
archives and libraries. Except for two independent scholars, those interviewed
are faculty teaching in leading performing arts programs in public and private
universities. The archivists and librarians manage the performing arts archives
and special collections, as well as some circulating collections, of active the-
atres, opera houses, and theatre festivals; leading libraries and research insti-
tutes; museums; public and private universities; a major national society; and
private impresarios.

These archives and libraries have a variety of users. University students
in several fields and disciplines—for example, performing arts, the arts, archi-
tecture, and fashion design—working on theses and dissertations compose one
large group. Large numbers of established scholars use the most specialized
archives and libraries. Other significant groups of users are performing arts
practitioners and critics. Internal users are predominant in in-house archives
of active theatres. Other users are members of the general public, especially in
circulating collections but also in archives and special collections.'®

Theatre is as complex as life itself. At the creative, intellectual, and prac-
tical levels, issues merge and cannot be separated. Performances are dynamic,
interactive, situated in space and time, set in many intertwining contexts, and
based on creativity, collaboration, and research.'” Performing arts materials and
scholars’ and archivists’ work mirror these characteristics. Some overarching
categories that cut across the data and encompass the specific issues addressed
by scholars and archivists emerged from my study. These categories are con-
text, time, creativity, engagement, and interdisciplinarity. Since I have discussed
them in detail elsewhere,' here I will briefly summarize only some aspects of
my findings. I will focus on the archivists’ involvement in and understanding
of performing arts practice, understanding of context, and understanding of
dynamic sources.

Involvement in and Understanding of Practice
Direct involvement in and understanding of practice is a key element in the
study of theatre and performance and in the management of its sources held

in archives. Performing arts archivists are always in close contact with theatre
practice and are often directly part of it. The group I interviewed included ac-
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tors, dancers, singers, and musicians. Similarly, performing arts scholars are in
touch with practice through collaboration with artists or through direct in-
volvement as actors, directors, dramaturges, playwrights, composers, and de-
signers.” This involvement with practice informs the work of archivists and
scholars; one cannot conduct research, elaborate theories, generate new knowl-
edge, support new generations of artists, or manage sources unless one fully
understands theatre and performance. As theatre historian David Mayer points
out, archivists can help scholars only if they “understand how theatre schol-
ars work on ‘the event’ as well as on ‘the production” and ‘the performance,
and ... are receptive to evidence which helps to increase understanding of the
event.”?

For archivists, close contact with practice also requires knowing what is
happening in the performing arts and therefore where to acquire materials. It
is also essential in order to communicate with artists, who often fear that ar-
chives may turn their work into a static entity. By showing they are part of the
performing arts world and know the process of performance, archivists may
start fruitful collaborations with artists. Some artists and companies simply do
not think about documenting their work or do not have enough time or fund-
ing to organize and preserve their materials; in these cases, artists usually appre-
ciate help from archivists. Other artists and companies are already engaged in
documentation and may or may not be interested in donating their materials to
archives. Some artists thoroughly document their work. Robert Wilson main-
tains his own archive; he has also donated videotapes of his performances to
the Theatre on Film and Tape Archive of The New York Public Library for the
Performing Arts, and part of his papers to Columbia University’s Rare Book
and Manuscripts Library.?! Wilson wants to preserve his vision for future au-
diences, as is shown in the documentary Absolute Wilson, which provides use-
ful examples of his interest in documentation.?? Some artists, however, do not
wish to document their work. “I don’t like it being there forever,” remarked an
Eastern European professor and costume designer based in the United States. “I
like the fact that it’s gone.”* When artists do not want to preserve their work,
archivists simply have to respect this desire.** Archives are as much about re-
membering as they are about forgetting, as Harris discusses.?

Understanding Context

Theatre practice takes place in specific contexts at first, and later on it is reinter-
preted according to other contexts. Scholars and archivists must thoroughly
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understand the different contexts (cultural, artistic, political, and social) in
which materials were created. When working with performing arts materials,
archivists and scholars also need to be aware of and openly acknowledge their
own professional and intellectual standpoints at the time. For archivists, un-
derstanding the context of creation is crucial in order to correctly arrange, de-
scribe, and make available materials. Archivists work with specific collections
and conduct as much research as scholars do. Some archivists publish their re-
search independently, but even when they have no interest or time to do so they
are as qualified as researchers as scholars are.

Understanding context is also crucial because archivists often have to ex-
plain the materials to users, especially when it comes to technical records such
as stage plans. They also need to show users the relationships with other mate-
rials existing inside and outside their archive. “Sometimes I am lost and I can-
not find the solution to a problem,” an Italian professor and director told me,
but “I know archivists that can get me out of trouble and tell me where the
sources that I am looking for are. It is like being a detective who has his infor-
mant friends.”?® The context of the archival profession and the context of the
institution in which archivists work also play important roles. Since perform-
ing arts materials differ from other archival materials, traditional archival prin-
ciples often need to be adapted. The different environments of archivists’ work
are relevant. Archivists who work in in-house archives within active theatres at
times have less control over materials than do archivists who work in research
institutions. Sometimes, active theatres do not see their archives as a priority
and do not assign proper funding or decisional power to them.

Being Proactive, Understanding
Dynamic Sources, and Promoting Use

Performances are instantaneously past, so you cannot wait for performing arts
sources to come to you—you have to go out and gather everything available,
as well as actively document what is going on and create sources when appro-
priate. The close contact with practice and understanding of performance en-
able archivists to identify where existing sources are. Many sources are ephem-
eral and may easily disappear after initial use. Materials created in relation to
a production are dynamic entities, and some never become fixed; for example,
scripts get annotated and reused. Some materials never reach the archives, and
those that do have generally acquired a specific form. Even then, they still get
creatively reused. Archives have to accommodate this vitality. Archives at times
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have to deal with sources that never stop evolving—this happens, for example,
within the digital environment. Archives play an active role in the creation of
new documentation; among other activities, archivists may be involved in con-
ducting oral histories or promoting the recording of performances and events.
In more traditional archival theory and practice, archivists are usually not ac-
tively engaged in documentation efforts.

One school of thought promotes the “documentation strategy.””” Accord-
ing to Richard Pearce-Moses, “Documentation strategies are typically under-
taken by collaborating records creators, archives, and users. A key element is
the analysis of the subject to be documented” in order to assess “how that sub-
jectis documented in existing records” and to identify what “information about
the subject . . . is lacking in those records.” The outcome of this analysis is “the
development of a plan to capture adequate documentation of that subject, in-
cluding the creation of records, if necessary.”*® More-traditional archivists con-
sider this stance controversial, but in the performing arts a proactive approach
seems to be necessary owing to the temporal and dynamic characteristics of
theatre and performance.

Besides being proactive, performing arts archivists are engaged in promot-
ing the use of the materials they manage; “the archive has to be alive,” as the Ital-
ian archivist said. Other interviewees said there is no point in keeping materials
unless they are used, and they discussed ways to promote use. One American
special collections librarian promoted a research initiative that led to a theatre
performance using sources from the repository.” An archive in Italy involved
scholars in research projects based on its sources and promoted related semi-
nars and publications.*

Conclusion

Performing arts archivists and scholars are dynamic and passionate groups in-
terested in a vast range of topics and projects, closely engaged with perform-
ing arts theory and practice, and deeply concerned with artistic, social, and
political issues. Archivists have strong research skills and a thorough under-
standing of performance and context. They manage dynamic sources, are pro-
active in their role, and strongly promote use of materials. This article has high-
lighted some characteristics of performing arts archives and archivists’ work.
While I continue to address these issues in more detail in other venues, I hope
this discussion may further strengthen the dialogue among archivists, schol-
ars, and artists.
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