
3

PH
O

TO
S

: P
EN

EL
O

PE
 C

LA
Y

 &
 M

EG
A

N
 H

IC
K

S

openARCHIVE

The reason we keep archives is so that they can 
be used. But what does using archives mean?

Most people would presume it means sitting in an
archival reading room and conducting research using
archival materials. However, only a small proportion 
of the population do this, either for work or for 
personal interest.

Far more people, though, are connected with the past
indirectly through the use of archives. The most obvious
example is the use of archives by historians to research
and write history. This is certainly an important part of 
the role of archives as the memory bank of a society.

To help encourage the best possible use of 
archives, a new prize, sponsored by State Records, 
was added this year to the annual NSW Premier’s History
Awards. The winner of the inaugural John and Patricia
Ward History Prize – Thom Blake’s A Dumping Ground: 
A History of the Cherbourg Settlement – is an outstanding
example of scholarship, combining the use of official
documents and oral histories by Aboriginal people 
from the community. We take a closer look at this 
work elsewhere in this issue of Vital Signs (page 15). 

Every reader of such archive-reliant works is, in a real
sense, a user of archives.

Guests attending the awards ceremony in September 
this year were reminded – by the presence as keynote
speaker of acclaimed American documentary filmmaker
Ken Burns – of other ways in which archives can be used
to connect people with the past. We also take a look at
Burns, perhaps best-known in Australia for the television
series The Civil War, The West, Baseball and Jazz,
elsewhere in this issue (pp12-14).

A hallmark of Burns’ work is the extensive use of archives 
of all kinds. In The Civil War, much of the visual content
comprises archival photographs, while the narrative is
interspersed with readings from documentary sources,
including memoirs, personal letters and official documents. 

The range of these original sources may be gauged 
by the listing in the end credits of each episode of more
than 150 archives institutions and other collections from
which the materials were drawn. A much noted feature 
of the series was that no re-enactments were used: 
the imaginative use of original materials was enough 
to illustrate the story being told. 

The popularity of this and other history series 
making prominent use of original sources, such as 
Simon Schama’s A History of Britain, has made millions 
of television viewers into users of archives.

The custodians of archives, too, bring people 
in touch with exhibitions and other public programs. 
In an increasing number of archives institutions it is
possible to visit, learn and enjoy without passing 
through the reading room door.

Online, virtual exhibitions educate and entertain 
those who visit archival websites without them having 
to use the in-depth search tools also available to aid
research (our current Sydney: Resort of Thieves exhibition,
for example, is complemented by the Registry of Flash
Men website). Vital Signs and other publications like it
bring their readers into contact with the archives without
any necessary expectation or aim that the reader will 
get more serious and use the archives ‘for real’.

If we keep archives so that they can be used, 
how can a custodian of archives like State Records 
– whose performance may legitimately be measured 
by how much the archives are used – determine how
good a job, or otherwise, we are doing? Certainly a 
crude count of ‘bums on seats’ or website ‘hits’ cannot
account for the multiplier effect of works, in whatever
form, that bring so many people into contact with 
the past through archives.
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David Roberts, Director, State Records,
modelling a Deep Rogue t-shirt (see page 20)

Welcome to issue #3 of Vital Signs magazine. 
Since it was launched by State Records just eight 
months ago Vital Signs has developed a lively 
approach to contextualising the role and collection 
of the State archives. The focus of the magazine’s 
stories and pictorial spreads has ranged from 
State Records’ own projects to the archive’s wider 
engagement with the cultural life of the community.

Vital Signs has also taken an important role in 
providing background to the State Records’ new
exhibition program, which has developed in tandem 
with the magazine. The exhibition year began with
[art meets archive] and continues with Sydney: Resort 
of Thieves, which has just been extended beyond its
original November closing date to March 2003.

Both exhibitions have invited contemporary artists to be
involved in the interpretative life of the archive. [art meets
archive] juxtaposed the work of local artists with features
of the State archives collection, whilst Sydney: Resort of
Thieves has created a cityscape installation space to help
bring to life the criminal underworld of 1840s Sydney, as
observed by Commissioner of Sydney Police William
Augustus Miles in his journal Registry of Flash Men.

The exhibition and publication 
program will mature in 2003 with 
Vital Signs being published twice a 
year and the Open Archive exhibition
being developed for launch in March.
Open Archive has invited citizens with
their own collecting and recordkeeping
practices to become visiting ‘record
keepers in residence’. Exhibition
highlights include Newtown resident
Megan Hicks’photographic documentation
of local street texts (see page 6) and
Mareé Delofski’s film The Trouble with
Merle (page 4) about the contested
biography of ‘Tasmanian’ Hollywood
actress Merle Oberon.

Sydney: Resort of Thieves 
extended until 2003

Open Archive 
opening March 2003

Sydney Records Centre 
Globe Street (off George Street)
The Rocks
enquiries: (02) 8276 5624


