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THEME 1 – PRELIMINARIES: THE BOUNDARIES OF THE ARCHIVIST’S PRESENT-DAY 
PROFILE 
Numerous factors have contributed to the definition of a broadly accepted “identity” for 

archivists in Italy over the last few years. 

First there is the national legislative framework, which is largely responsible for the 

way in which archivists have regained control over records as from the time of their creation. 

Though always recognised in theory, this concept had been forgotten in practice by the 

national archival community in its long and almost exclusive focus on the “historical 

dimension” of archives.  

Within the State sector, Italian legislation now assigns responsibility for records 

management and, more recently, for digital preservation to figures that belong – or in any 

case can belong – to the archival sphere. We refer respectively to the “responsabile del 

sistema di gestione documentale” (head of the records management system) and to the 

“responsabile della conservazione digitale”, roles that can also be performed by the same 

person. 

Then we have the UNI 11536 standard on the professional figure of the archivist, 
drafted with the active participation of the ANAI, published in July and illustrated in depth 

yesterday by its initiator Giovanni Michetti. 

The standard identifies the requisites of knowledge, skills and technical-cultural 

qualifications for performance of the activities that define the professional archivist in 

accordance with the “European Qualifications Framework” (EQF). In particular, the technical 

UNI standard identifies as key responsibilities of the archival profile those regarding:  



1) control over records throughout the entire period of their existence;  

2) the “communication” of records through the provision of services for users, the 

promotion of an awareness of documentary materials, specialized training and activities of 

study and research;  

and 3) the direction and administration of an archival structure or service.  

Finally, the archivist’s professional profile is also accompanied today by a largely 

convincing conceptual and methodological framework as well as adequate forms of 
training. 

 

THEME 2 – THE NEW PROFESSIONAL SKILLS BORN OUT OF PRACTICAL 
EXPERIENCE IN THE ARCHIVAL SECTOR 
In accordance with its role as an “observatory” monitoring the profession, the ANAI has, 

however, recently begun to consider whether the archivist’s present-day profile is complete, in 

need of further clarification or still lacking in elements. This question has arisen through 

awareness of the existence of new skills and activities developed within the sphere of projects 

for the online description and communication of digital objects belonging to all the sectors of 

cultural heritage and hence also the archives.  

As an example of the new skills and knowledge required on the job market, we shall 

examine the external professionals hired by the ICAR or Central Institute for Archives 
(Istituto centrale per gli archivi) in the period 2012–14. It should be recalled that the ICAR’s 

responsibilities include the management, maintenance and development of national archival 

information systems, including the SAN (Sistema archivistico nazionale), the national 

database of archival resources. The SAN constitutes a point of integrated access to the Italian 

archival heritage with a “Catalogue of Archival Resources” and a “Digital Library” providing 

descriptions of digital objects and archival materials of heterogeneous nature and origin that 

could previously be accessed only separately. 

The personnel selection procedures were – and are – designed to identify professional 

figures combining archival and ICT skills for employment as “digital content creators”. The 

primary elements of the job description are as follows: 

 

• support in the activities of adaptation, control and standardisation of the descriptions of 

archival materials, records creators, institutional profiles and historical and institutional 



contexts present in the SAN and in the related information systems of the Archives 

Administration, especially the State Archives Information System (SIAS) and the 

General Guide of the Italian State Archives 

• the description of archival and digital objects found during the surveys 

• the processing of digital contents acquired from subjects connected with the SAN 

(editing, aggregation and integration) 

• the inputting of content into the SAN by means of the Content Management System 

(CMS) of the SAN portal and the thematic portals connected with the same 

• publication of the ICAR website 

• publication of the ICAR “Newsletter” 

 

External personnel are also involved in the activities of study and research carried out by 

the ICAR in the sectors of standards, preservation in the digital environment, records 

management and, more recently, the development of data in RDF (Resource Description 

Framework) format for channelling into the Linked Open Data (LOD) repository of the SAN. 

The educational prerequisite for admission to the selection procedures is normally a 

degree or master’s as specified by the relevant ministerial decrees (nos. 509/1999 and 

270/2004). At least two years of professional experience is then required above all in the 

management and organisation of cultural heritage content (with a particular focus on the 

archival sector) and the use of Web content management systems (CMS). The other skills 

required in addition to English are a knowledge of the primary archival standards, the major 

models of resource description (e.g. the Dublin Core, METS and MAG) and applied profiles, 

the main open source CMS, the Musei&Web CMS and the leading digital library systems.  

The preferential requisites often include a diploma in archival science, palaeography and 

diplomatics from a State Archives school or other qualification regarded as equivalent. Further 

requisites include a knowledge of the rules of construction, application and management of 

ontologies and thesauruses, and of the primary national and international technical standards 

related to the digital cultural heritage and marking languages such as XML.  

 

 

 

 



THEME 3 – THE OVERLAPPING OF SPHERES AND AN ACCEPTABLE COMPROMISE 
The Sapienza Digital Library (SDL) project provides stimuli for reflection on the overlapping 

of spheres in the field of cultural heritage. 

The purpose of this project was to create an information system capable of storing and 

making available documentation produced both by research groups working inside La 

Sapienza University of Rome and by parties external to the academic community. The SDL is 

not an institution for the preservation and accessibility of physical resources but rather a 

second-level catalogue of reference to the catalogues of institutions holding such analogical 

objects or to a specific query interface for complex databases.  

The material described is markedly heterogeneous in terms of:  

1) nature - including documents, books, periodicals, musical scores, photographs, 

films, audio and video recordings and 3D reconstructions;  

2) provenance - differing as regards creation and preservation in archives, libraries 

and museums;  

and 3) methodological and disciplinary sector.  
The SDL adopts the Metadata Object Description Schema (MODS) to map the 

standards of description of structure and content belonging to different fields (MARC, Dublin 

Core, ISAD, EAC, EAD, LIDO, etc.). Moreover, particular attention was focused in the 

planning of the SDL on standardisation so as to ensure interoperability and consistency in the 

description of resources. Use is therefore made of authority files and thesauruses identified in 

relation to the relevant international standards, the characteristics of the materials to be 

described and the requirements of linked data.  

The following standards were thus adopted as points of reference:  

1) for places - the Getty Thesaurus of Geographic Names (TGN) and Geonames; 

2) for the names of persons and bodies - the Virtual International Authority File 

(VIAF); 

3) for roles - the PICO Thesaurus 4.3 and the Marc Code List for Relators;  

4) and for subjects - the PICO once again as well as the “Nuovo Soggettario” 

developed by the National Library of Florence.  

In our view, the solutions developed and adopted by the Sapienza Digital Library in 

order to communicate digital records constitute an exemplary case of compromise and 

mediation between different and indeed antagonistic purposes and requirements: on the one 



hand, the interoperability of different systems and universes of knowledge; on the other, the 

specialised nature of the information handled. 

For example, confirmation is provided of the fact that it is impossible to rely on a single 

descriptive model and its languages of reference in digital systems of communication 

containing heterogeneous resources. As emerged in a number of international initiatives, 

including “Europeana”, the elimination of descriptive specificity results in a lower level of 

quality of the processing and presentation of digital sources.  

The SDL project also demonstrates that by comparison with those of the other 

disciplines, archival standards make it possible both to describe a broad and varied range of 

documentation and to focus equal attention on the acquisition and presentation of information 

on the provenance, context and history of the resources described. Moreover, the adoption of 

a typically archival multilevel kind of description captures the specificity of the various layers 

and articulations of the “collections”. Finally, by comparison with the descriptive standards 

and practices of the other disciplines, the adoption of archival descriptive criteria not only 

ensures greater and more general richness of information but also endows the context of 

preservation with a certain degree of authority. 

As regards the influence of other disciplines, attention should instead be drawn to 

bibliographical science and its traditional focus on developing tools to standardise and 

control the keys of access to information.  

The Italian archival community has only recently devoted particular attention to this 

question. Until the mid-1990s, the only indications on indexing developed by the Archives 

Administration were indeed to be found in a circular of 1966 on standards for the publication 

of the inventories, where the references to indexes are very summary. It is specified only that 

an inventory must generally be provided with a “single index of people (surname and name) 

and places”. The possibility is also envisaged, in relation to the characteristics of the archival 

fonds inventoried, of having further (unspecified) indices in addition to those of persons and 

places. 

The literature also includes no particular studies on the subject of indexes and still less 

of subjects. The archival tools published in the Archives Administration’s series of State 

Archives publications (“Pubblicazioni degli Archivi di Stato”) normally include the three types 

of index (denominations of institutions and agencies; names of persons and place names) but 

the criteria applied are not uniform. 



As previously noted, it was only halfway through the 1990s that the archival discipline 

began to show an interest in the regulation and standardisation of access points through the 

creation of the first archival information systems and then the publication of the ISAAR (CPF) 

by the International Council on Archives. This standard “provides guidance for preparing 

archival authority records which provide descriptions of entities (corporate bodies, persons 

and families) associated with the  creation and maintenance of archives”. As is known, its 

correlated standards and guidelines include above all those that govern cataloguing by author 

in libraries. Rules of bibliographical cataloguing are also at the basis of the thinking that led to 

the recent drafting of the NIERA (EPF), Italian standards for archival authority records for 

corporate bodies, people and families, the second edition of which was published in June 

2014.  

 

CONCLUSIONS  
As regards the cultural professions and their recognition, Italy has recently introduced a series 

of legislative provisions that also involve our associations directly. 

One of these is law no. 4 of 2013 on unorganised professions, which assigns an 

important role to professional associations in the creation of a market capable of providing 

employers with effective tools to asses the quality of professional performance. To this end, 

the associations can issue members with a series of certificates guaranteeing high standards 

of quality and professional qualifications.  

Attention should further be drawn to the recent approval of the Madia law for the 

registration of professionals operating in the field of cultural heritage, whereby archaeologists, 

archivists, librarians, demo-ethno-anthropologists, anthropologists and experts in diagnostics 

as applied to items of cultural and historical heritage can be registered on official lists 

compiled by the Ministry of Cultural Heritage. The prerequisites and procedures will be 

decided upon by the ministry in collaboration also with the professional associations of the 

various cultural sectors.  

Finally, law no. 13 of 2013 provides for the creation of a “national register of 

educational and professional qualifications” and a “national system for the certification of 

skills” acquired in formal, non-formal and informal contexts. The “national register” and 

“national system” will provide the basis for the training and employment plans and policies of 

the Italian Regions.  



These legislative innovations thus make it urgently necessary to answer the questions 

of whether the new skills required in the sector of cultural heritage constitute an evolution of 

the traditional professions and whether new professional figures are coming into existence. 

We are confident that the reflections presented during this meeting and the exchange 

of views that will take place in the round table will make an important contribution to the 

formulation of correct answers to our questions. 


