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 Writing a paper comparing great archivists of the past’s thoughts to the contemporary 

archival era is difficult at best without a more solid foundation of study and hands-on experience 

than can be done in three weeks or even in the whole semester of an introductory class. From 

other class readings, I have been assured that Schellenberg and Jenkinson are often looked to for 

guidance on archival appraisal. Bearing this in mind, what do they agree on that is absolutely 

necessary to know for archival appraisal, where do they disagree, and how can a contemporary 

archivist relate to these men’s works?  

Schellenberg and Jenkinson concurred that there are too many records. Schellenberg 

attributed the surge of record creation to a booming population (Schellenberg 1984). Jenkinson 

discusses the physical weight and volume of records that have accumulated in England 

throughout recorded time (Jenkinson 1984). Each archivist indicates that legal and business 

bookkeeping creates many archival-worthy records and Jenkinson adds in correspondences and 

memorandum (Jenkinson 1984). They also discuss records from a wide variety of social classes.  

Both men were also government archivists which is reflected in their perspectives on what 

records are ultimately of most importance. 

 Schellenberg writes that records are first judged upon their value to the government 

before the needs of research, scholars, and other citizens (Schellenberg 1984). Jenkinson on the 

other hand notes that records will be reinterpreted by future generations and that it will “be used 

eventually to prove some fact mentioned in it only incidentally, or not mentioned at all” 

(Jenkinson 1984). Therefore the evidential and informational values (uniqueness, form, and 

informational) that Schellenberg espouses may not be true. Facts that are presented as such in the 
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records may not have been true in the first place and as Jenkinson points out, there is no way to 

tell if the facts are true.  

Jenkinson’s appraisal methods rely on three key points; an archivist should have technical 

knowledge of how a record was made so they can preserve it properly, be more concerned about 

a record’s safety than of proving your agenda, and finally to preserve all records so they can be 

passed on “as nearly as possible in the state in which he received them” (Jenkinson 1984). In 

other words, leave your biases out and do not try to speak for the documents.  

For Schellenberg, his appraisal system relies on how to manage records instead of the 

contents of individual records and its’ integrity that Jenkinson espoused. Thus, the method for 

Schellenberg is realizing that you cannot standardize a perfect system that can give each record a 

value on its own merit, but a record must be viewed in light of a larger context of the entire 

collection. Next is recognizing that if you cannot make a sure appraisal, do not be afraid to 

consult an expert and give them all the necessary background information on the piece. Finally, 

use modernization at all times; in what you keep and in what you destroy (Schellenberg 1984). 

Whether or not the ideas of Jenkinson and Schellenberg are relevant in the modern 

archival era is a matter of personal opinion for the individual archivists as well as the institution 

that they work under. Contemporary records are increasingly digital born, thus there are new 

challenges being created for archivists as they must deal less with analog singular objects but 

with content that instead lives in digital on hard drives, emails, etc. in binary code. The same 

problems that Jenkinson and Schellenberg faced with there being too many records is 

compounding daily as more people are able to leave their records behind. Thus a mix of 

Jenkinson’s respect for the technique of how a record is created as well as Schellenberg’s belief 

that you must weed out records are both equally valid in today’s technology savvy world. A 
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modern archivist must then decide on what new rules they wish to create as well rely on an 

increasingly collaborative archivist community for guidance.  

  

 


