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able to digitize them, which means the original object might not be in 
the same condition after the digitizing process as it was before. Guide-
lines for digitizing archival records barely give instructions on how to 
digitize physical characteristics.

This essay explores the practice of digitizing archives, and identifies 
what aspects of records are considered important and which aspects of 
digitization deserve more attention. It is meant to provide a theoretical 
background to the decision-making model designed for use during 
preparation of archives for digitization (Beentjes 2011).

2. IMPORTANCE OF APPEARANCE
Traditionally, archival objects are more often thought of as carriers of 
texts, rather than as objects in their own right, “perhaps because we see 
the documents we handle as simply providing reliable information in 
support of other material culture, and therefore materially ‘invisible’” 
(Taylor 1995, 9). However, the appearance of an archival record can be 
important for several reasons. Most important is the direct archival link 
between appearance and interpretation of textual content (Gouw 1955; 
Bearman and Lytle 2000). Texts in an official report will be interpreted 
differently than the same ones in a diary, which is why the descrip-
tive element form of appearance is used in inventories. Reading such a 
description, the researcher already knows what kind of information he 
will find without even seeing the actual record. 

This form of appearance can in itself be the subject of research, 
in documentalist research, for example, where, among other things, 
“the relationship between the nature of the action generating a docu-
ment and the form of the document” is studied (Duranti 1989, 11). It 
can be part of research dedicated to the history of archives, or of the 
interrelationships between records, archives, and technology. Growth 
of interest in this subject is shown by the number of proposals for a 
conference in 2010, followed by publication of a selection of the pre-
sented lectures in a special issue of the Journal of American Archivists 
in 2011 (Williams and Proctor). 

Comparable to books, the bindings of which can tell something 
about how they were valued by their owner (Foot 2006a), the composi-
tion, materials, structure, or decoration of an archival object could also 
be studied as a source of information about the “economic or social 
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Fig. 1. (left) A letter by Victor de 
Stuers, that can be well researched 
for its textual content, and also as 
an example of how de Stuers cor-
responded by illustrating what the 
letter he writes is about. National 
Archives of the Netherlands, The 
Hague: Ministerie van Binnenlandse 
Zaken: Afdeling Kunsten en Weten-
schappen, 1875–1918, Catalog ref-
erence number 2.04.13, Inventory 
number 3281.

Fig. 2. (below) One of the first 
Turkish documents in which Latin 
letters are used instead of Arabic, 
not only in the text but also in the 
seal. However, the imprint in the 
seal is barely visible on the scan. 
National Archives of the Nether-
lands, The Hague: Ministerie van 
Buitenlandse Zaken, Catalog refer-
ence number 2.05.02, Inventory 
number 545.

Deborah Bede18

discovered when samples of the flag were sent out for dye analysis. There 
was anecdotal evidence that the gold-colored ground fabric of this flag 
was once green and the curator requested confirmation of this. Two 
surprising identifications were made. A synthetic red dye that could 
not be dated earlier than the late 19th century was detected in every 
sample. The 18th century provenance of this flag was documented, so 
this finding was quite unexpected. The dye was subsequently deter-
mined to be a contaminant from the brown silk crepeline used in the 
Welter treatment, transferred to the flag during the wet cleaning phase 
of that treatment.

The second interesting dye identification was indigo carmine or 
sulfonated indigo, which is a modified form of natural indigo that is 

Fig. 3: Obverse overall after retreatment
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extremely water-soluble. This blue dye would have combined with the 
natural yellow dyes also found in the ground fabric to make a green 
color. Wet cleaning during the Welter treatment would have almost 
completely removed this dye, thus changing the color of the ground 
fabric from green to gold (Cyr in 2007 related observing color loss 
during wet treatments).

The Welter treatment did help preserve this very fragile flag; it held 
the painted fragments in place, and supported the deteriorated silk 
ground fabric.  Yet it caused considerable, irreversible damage to the 
fabric and paint in the form of numerous stitch holes, significant color 
loss, and permanent skewing of results of dye analysis. Retreatment 
eliminated further damage from the previous treatment, and provided 
a stable, supportive, and protective environment for the flag.

6. CONCLUSION
In summary, an approach to previous repairs begins with consideration 
of the context of a textile and determination of its selected interpretive 
state. The repairs themselves are then examined—the type and inten-
tion of the treatment, its physical and aesthetic aspects, and whether 
the repair has any intrinsic value of its own. Once an initial decision 
has been made to retain or remove a repair, the harm versus benefit 
of the decision is examined—the physical consequences, the aesthetic 
consequences, the effect on retreatability, on interpretation, and on 
future analysis. And finally, financial and scheduling concerns are 
taken into account, along with the needs of the collection as a whole.

Recording how and why a decision in either direction was reached is 
an important part of treatment documentation. If repairs are removed, 
written and photographic documentation is critical. Removal of a 
previous intervention is a definitively irreversible act, and logical and 
critical thinking will facilitate informed dialog and decisions on this 
complex topic. 
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