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Abstract: 

 
Multifaceted collections preserved in memory institutions show that a more comprehensive approach 

to the description, management and access of collections is necessary. The traditional distinction 

between books, documents and works of art falls short when a true image of certain types of 

collections is required (personal fonds, or mixed collections), also in order to enable the user to find 

various sources, which are typologically different yet related to one another. 

The paper proposes a theoretical frame which determines why a more flexible interpretation of 

professional boundaries is required, both concerning the characteristics of objects and collections, 

and access to them.  

Case studies are then proposed, in order to highlight the various ways for carrying out a critical 

revision of cultural heritage classification. 
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Introduction 

 

The management, care and preservation of the various types of cultural artefacts (books, 

documents, works of art) have been historically marked by boundaries which have become 

delimitations among the professionals of various fields. Most of these boundaries have been 

outlined by different ways of intending the characteristics of the items on one hand, and the 

access by users to those items on the other. A more comprehensive approach to cultural 
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artefacts in their complexity and historical life, and to the role they play in memory 

institutions, shows that collections can be managed more effectively through the 

collaboration of various professionals. 

 

Library, Archive, Museum: which kind of artefacts? 

 

Libraries and archives preserve artefacts that can be grouped under the definition of written 

cultural heritage. It is a well-known fact that the presence of the component “text” has 

marked the path of access, use and preservation of books and documents. The aspect of 

“readability” has influenced preservation and conservation policies in archives and libraries, 

paying much more attention to content access and mechanical functionality than to the 

preservation of physical integrity of items in their original characteristics. The negative 

aspect involved in an approach of this kind is quite evident: a number of books have been 

repaired with the main (or only) aim of rebinding them in a resistant and practical way in 

order to make them once again accessible and readable for users, yet destroying the historical 

and archaeological values of the books at the same time. Unbound and re-bound books whose 

original covers have been discarded and have therefore lost all traces of their historical 

stratification, are mere examples of the consequences of this type of approach. On the other 

hand, museum artefacts, not intended for use, have been preserved in a different manner, 

paying much more attention to the material aspects. 

 

Even if libraries and archives have an important element in common, another professional 

boundary appears at a more in-depth view: the difference between book and document. In the 

traditional theory, the concept of “archival bond” has traced a very sharp delimitation 

between archives, which preserves documents which are connected to one another and to 

their creator, and libraries, to which this bond has traditionally been denied, by affirming that 

each item in a library is autonomous and is the product of the will of collecting (while 

spontaneity is the other characteristic of archival aggregation)
 1

. 

 

 

An interesting viewpoint: personal fonds 

 

Recent research is critically revising the distinction between library and archive, also because 

curators have to deal more and more often with “hybrid” collections. In order to show this 

aspect, it is necessary to consider unconventional fonds: we have to analyse the issues and 

challenges created by what is not traditionally taken into consideration in theoretical 

elaborations. Personal fonds are one of these issues (Crocetti 1999). These fonds, or 

documentary complexes, normally include documents, books and objects owned by an 

individual: they therefore represent a useful viewpoint. Management and preservation 

policies must take into account the fact that in the mentality of the individual (the creator), 

there was probably no clear distinction between library and archive, and that if we adopt such 

a rigid categorization today, we certainly risk depriving our collections of one of their most 

important characteristics: their being documentary complexes in their whole. 

 

Contemporary fonds put many of our professional axioms and practices to the test. On the 

one hand, we can see how hard it is to adapt the traditional way of rearranging archives into a 

hierarchical structure made of series, sub-series to meet the needs of certain fonds which are 

                                                 
1
 Archival theory stresses on this point. ISAD rules define the creator as “The corporate body, family or person 

that created, accumulated and/or maintained records in the conduct of personal or corporate activity. Not be 

confused with collector.” (ICA 2000, p. 10). 
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not institutionally-born, i.e. in which documentary production comes from an individual’s life 

and/or professional activity. The archivists’ attempt of rearranging documents in a 

hierarchical structure is certainly a hard task and is dictated by the need of organizing 

information by creating paths of research which go from general to particular and vice versa
2
. 

Whenever books are preserved in this type of fond, more serious issues arise and the limits of 

professional boundaries appear evident. In many cases, the library has been separated from 

the archive. Items have been processed in different ways, according to respective theoretical 

rules: books have been catalogued as normal library collections, while documents have been 

rearranged following archival rules. On close examination the outcome of the arrangement 

does not appear to be totally satisfactory. The main reason is that if we are dealing, as often 

occurs, with the fonds of an intellectual who has produced books and documents at the same 

time, and whose book production has been fed by other books and supported by documentary 

production, we already have the first obstacle to rigid categorizations. By only focusing on 

books published by the author himself, we firstly find various stages of book publication 

(drafts, blueprints) that can not be separated from the final product if we want to maintain the 

integrity of the intellectual itinerary; moreover, we often see traces of an intellectual 

elaboration after publication, which stratifies the published book with notes and corrections 

covering a relevant time span. Therefore using rigid theoretical structures implies cutting the 

documentary bond (not just the archival bond) which links a document to a book and to an 

object in this type of fonds. 

 

Nowadays the need for a more flexible approach to our artefacts is made easier by the 

availability of enhanced IT tools, which enable curators to reconstruct, at least virtually, what 

has been historically separated. There is a widespread diffusion of softwares which are useful 

for cataloguing the various types of documentary sources and, more importantly, allow for 

the establishment of links among different items. This means that even if the cataloguer needs 

to catalogue an item as “book”, he will be able to point out to the user that the book is closely 

linked to a file in the archive, or to other books; moreover, this virtually enables us to 

highlight the presence of an archival value in a printed book, for example in the frequent 

cases of annotated books
3
.    

 

 

The book as text and as material object: old debate, new perspectives 

 

Concerning books, besides the above-mentioned area of potential overlapping with archival 

theory and practice, we also see the overlapping with museum artefacts due to the presence of 

material characteristics whose interest certainly goes beyond the textual relevance of the 

books’ contents. The debate regarding the duality of book as text and material object is dated 

and has led to relevant changes in the approach to book preservation and conservation; 

nevertheless, it is difficult to reach an equilibrium due to the predominant function given to 

books as tools for study and research. Regarding their material characteristics (and in order to 

enhance their preservation), books would certainly take advantage if they were managed in 

                                                 
2
 On this subject see also Del Vivo (2012). 

3
 In this way, the mere entry about the printed book is enriched by the presence of annotations, or document 

preserved inside the same book, so that both the user interested in the solely printed book and the user interested 

in the author’s annotations, can find the entry. The simultaneous presence, in the same documentary source, of a 

serial item (the printed book) and unique, owner-linked informations (annotations, documents) poses other kinds 

of problems from the preservation point of view, but this is not the right place for discussing the topic. It is just 

worthwhile reminding how the care and management of such collections should undergo careful evaluation 

because the concept of serial items, replaceable for definition, is not applicable. 
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the same way as museum objects. A recent contribution by Pickwoad (2011, p. 122) is quite 

meaningful in this regard: ‘There will need to be a radical change in attitude towards books, a 

move away from the library, where they are seen as tools to be read, towards the museum, 

where they are seen as historic artefacts whose preservation must include the materials from 

which they are made’. This should not be interpreted as a way of building new boundaries 

instead of the previous ones, but as a need of synergic management, deeply aware of issues 

posed by written cultural heritage. 

 

As for the legislative framework in which heritage professionals act, collaboration is 

theoretically being encouraged: on one hand, European regulations recognize the competence 

of each country in protecting its cultural heritage, limiting itself to the enunciation of general 

principles
4
. On the other hand, national legislation still appears to be influenced by traditional 

categorizations regarding certain aspects, at least as far as Italy is concerned, and a true 

synergic management of cultural heritage is still to be achieved
5
. At an international level, a 

meaningful example is the UNESCO project Memory of the World. In 2002, the guidelines of 

the project proposed a cross-disciplinary view on cultural heritage and expressed the will of 

pursuing objectives without being delimited by institution typologies or professions 

(UNESCO 2002, pp. 5, 9, 10). 

 

The need of convergence in what we can call “Memory Institutions” has been highlighted for 

several years now, indicating that, from the user’s point of view, the type of institution in 

which a certain source is kept is irrelevant as long as he can find it (Hedegaard 2003, p. 2). 

We could add to this statement: as long as it is correctly preserved in that institution. Current 

technologies have allowed for the digital convergence of various memory institutions: the 

most famous initiative of this kind is certainly Europeana, but there are also some interesting 

solutions at a national level such as the BAM, the joint portal for libraries, archives and 

museums of the Bibliotheksservice-Zentrum Baden-Württemberg (BAM n.d.), also discussed 

in Kirchhoff, Schweibenz and Sieglerschmidt (2008) and experiences in the framework of the 

so-called “case-museo” at a more specific level. Once again these experiences demonstrate 

how knowledge can be improved and facilitated by linking sources together – a sort of 

“Google” way of searching into documentary sources. 

 

Case studies 

 

Some institutions and projects in the Piedmont region can be observed which show a 

progressive convergence among libraries, archives and museums. 

 

As for the above-mentioned overlapping of documentary typologies in archives and libraries, 

certainly the Paul Kahle Fonds, which is preserved in the University of Turin, has been a real 

challenge for the personnel in charge of the description and rearrangement of the archive. The 

fonds was the scientific archive and library of the German orientalist Paul Ernst Kahle (1875-

1964), acquired by the University of Turin for its relevance in the field of oriental studies. 

This fonds appears to be the true laboratory of the intellectual: papers, books, notes, loose 

leaves represent a whole documentary complex, which was used by the individual for study 

and research. Thanks to a project specifically devoted to this fonds, co-funded by Regione 

Piemonte (Directorate for Innovation, Research, University and Sustainable Energy 

                                                 
4
 Art. 167 of the Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU): ‘Action by the Union shall be aimed 

at encouraging cooperation between Member States and, if necessary, supporting and supplementing their action 

in the following areas: […] conservation and safeguarding of cultural heritage of European significance […]’.  
5
 Artt. 7 and 101 of the Codice de Beni Culturali e del Paesaggio (d.lgs. n. 42/2004, with updates). 
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Development)
6

, it has been possible to describe, inventory and rearrange the archive; a 

special section is dedicated to noted books and to documents preserved inside books, 

highlighting the relationships among the various items
7
: in this way, if various sources are 

linked to the same topic, or to the same name (author, correspondent etc.), the user can see 

them by following the links indicated in the database. 

 

A different approach to the overlapping of documentary typologies can be observed in the 

items kept in the Fondazione Museo del Tesoro del Duomo and Archivio Capitolare in 

Vercelli. Its specific aim is to preserve, protect and valorise the great heritage of the 

Cathedral Chapter of Vercelli, which includes medieval works of art, manuscripts, early 

printed books and documentary evidence of the chapter life of Vercelli. Since its 

establishment in 2005, the Foundation has been involved in national and international 

research projects, exhibitions, educational discussions and activities aimed at promoting its 

items. A field of research is dedicated to the collection of reliquaries, one of the most 

important collections of sacred goldsmith’s art in Northern Italy, belonging to the period 

between the 7th and the 18th century and made in various shapes and materials: bag-shaped, 

box-shaped, in wood or ivory or gold and silver plated, Limoges style and also true cross-

reliquaries, statuette reliquaries, monstrance-reliquaries and bust reliquaries (Minelli 2014). 

Research on these items takes great advantage of literary sources (documents, manuscripts) 

preserved in the Capitulary Library and Archives, thus highlighting the usefulness of a cross-

disciplinary approach to the various types of cultural heritage, which are linked to one 

another. In this case, the various sources can be connected and made accessible to scholars 

and researchers by means of the cross-disciplinary skills of the Foundation’s staff, who are 

always ready to assist researchers with catalogues and inventories of documentary heritage. 

 

Just to mention a couple of significant examples of this link among the various items with 

historical roots: the first census of the works of art preserved in the Cathedral was carried out 

during the first half of the 20th century, while a scientific analysis dates back to 1965 and was 

conducted by Vittorio Viale, thanks to the advice provided by Giuseppe Ferraris, the librarian 

of the Capitulary Library of Vercelli (Viale 1967; Viale 1973). Today, due to the lack of 

material evidence, it is essential to study this census: scholars have thoroughly investigated 

Viale’s catalogues, correcting and integrating the information according to the available 

documents and manuscripts. Another example concerns the architectonic structure of the 

medieval Cathedral of Vercelli before its renovation in 1571. The Capitulary Library 

preserves a manuscript (ms LIII) Liber continens usum psallendi secundum consuetudinem 

ecclesiae vercellensis, signed and dating back to 1372 (Brusa 2009). The book is a guide for 

the holy celebrations of the canons, but it is also very important for reconstructing the internal 

architecture of the Cathedral: thanks to the manuscript we learn that there were thirteen altars 

dedicated to several saints in the aisles of the church that were used during ordinary and 

extraordinary solemnities. There is an inventory that is strictly connected to the manuscript, 

which is dated 1426. It is preserved in the Capitulary Archives and contains a list of the 

manuscripts, documents and works of art owned by the canons (List no. 25, Inventarium 

scripturarum existentium in Archivio Sancti Eusebii Vercellensis confectum de anno 1426 by 

G. De Guidalardis). Besides giving us an overall view of the canons’ possessions by 

describing their richness and variety, this manuscript provides us with important data for a 

                                                 
6
  Co-funded in the frame of the “Bando Scienze Umane e Sociali 2008”. For further information see the website 

of the Paul Kahle Fonds (UNITO 2013). 
7
 Archival issues have been described in recent contributions (Russo 2013). A similar procedure has been used 

in  Giuseppe Ferraris’s archive, preserved as fond of the Capitulary Archives of Vercelli (Negro 2010). 
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more in-depth study of the reliquaries, which are mentioned in the inventory in great detail
8
. 

More specifically, this 1426 inventory supplies the scholar with important information 

regarding two objects which are today a single metalwork: the architectural reliquary of the 

Holy Virgin, St. Catherine, St. Barnabas and a coral which was donated to the Cathedral by 

Martino de Bulgaro. This coral, dating back to 1350, was reported in manuscript no. 5 of the 

library in a partially deleted inscription. The coral, with a silver foot and pendant stones, is 

also included in the list dated 1426. The same list also mentions the architectural structure in 

which the coral is located today - which means that the objects were joined together after 

1426. 

 

This may represent practical proof of the links among the various items preserved in the same 

institutional framework, which can take mutual advantage of a cross-linked management and 

access, yet there is also a recent project on the census of historical bookbindings in the 

Piedmont Region which gives interesting information concerning another approach to 

cultural heritage in a cross-disciplinary perspective. Conceptually, the binding can be 

associated to a work of art: this does not mean underestimating the textual content of the 

book, but giving the bookbinding its due value in relation to the material and historical data 

which are widely analysed by book historians. Relevant projects can be observed at 

international level, which focus on the bookbinding as a material object and are aimed at 

reconstructing a wider panorama on bookbindings regarding their materials and historical 

development
9
. 

 

The commitment of the Piedmont Region in preservation and valorization of historical 

bookbindings had already given rise in the past to a series dedicated to this subject 

(Malaguzzi 1995-2013). The current project, funded by Regione Piemonte (Settore 

Residenze, Collezioni reali e Soprintendenza beni librari) and Centro Studi Piemontesi, is a 

continuation and takes evolution of the former, and what we present today is not the final 

report of a finished project, but a provisional report on work-in-progress. The aim of the new 

project is to create a database of bookbindings, by both uploading the bookbindings described 

in the printed books (revised and with a greater quantity and variety of information), and 

widening the study to include bookbindings which had not yet been taken into consideration. 

The software used for the cataloguing is SIGECWeb
10

; this database, which unfortunately is 

not yet accessible for users, has been mainly used for cataloguing works of art up to now. For 

the bookbinding project the model form for works of art (OA) was adapted and used to 

catalogue bookbindings. In this way, the survey has been enlarged, data have been organized 

into a uniform standard description, and photographic documentation has been added for each 

bookbinding (in the printed books, there were only pictures of some of the bindings 

described). The Piedmont region is the first region, which, over the last year, has begun to 

catalogue bookbindings with this software; the database currently contains descriptions of 

1.000 bookbindings owned by public and ecclesiastical libraries. The records are classed as 

“pre-catalog”, a mid-step between the “inventory” and the “catalogue” stages.  

 

 

                                                 
8
 Among the items mentioned in the inventory we find the zoomorphic reliquary of St. James, St. Demetrius and 

St. Theodore; this latter includes the SS. Innocents relics that were celebrated, as stated in ms LIII, on one of the 

altars in the Cathedral with a particular ritual. 
9
 See the websites devoted to bookbindings: Husby n.d.; British Library n.d.; BSB n.d.; RBPRM n.d.; Folger 

Shakespeare Library n.d.; Probok n.d.; BNF n.d.; BSG n.d.). 
10

 Software developed by the Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali e del Turismo through the Istituto 

Centrale per il Catalogo e la Documentazione (ICCD). 



7 

 

Conclusion 

 

Multifaceted collections cannot be interpreted and accessed at one level only; one-sided 

perspectives, or excessively rigid structures, show their limitations regarding both the 

description and access of the collections. A more flexible consideration of professional 

boundaries is necessary in order to effectively achieve the integrated management that 

multifaceted collections require today. This does not mean giving up professional 

specificities: it just means that a closer interaction and a more flexible way of caring for 

artefacts is necessary – and in this sense, it represents much more an opportunity, not to be 

missed, than a problem. 

 

Examples of personal fonds and of mixed collections, where objects and works of art are 

closely related to books and documents, show that a critical rethinking is required concerning 

professional boundaries: the fact that it is necessary to organize the information for practical 

reasons should not become an obstacle for users. Since our final goal is to preserve our 

cultural heritage and provide access to it, we must find the most effective ways (and more 

importantly, in times of economical contraction) to achieve both goals in respect of the 

characteristics of the items and of users’ needs. The management of cultural heritage and its 

access in memory institutions take great advantage of the interaction and integration of 

various competences and skills, and of innovative experiences aimed at making our 

collections available to an international scientific community. 
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