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The John Latham Archive: An Online Implementation

Using Drupal

Athanasios Velios

This article is an account of the online presentation of the personal papers of the late British artist John Latham. The John Latham
Archive online follows the proposal of creative archiving and has been implemented using the Drupal content management
system. The author begins with a summary of the ideas of creative archiving and explains how these depend on recent innova-
tions of online software. The article continues by highlighting the potential of Drupal as an archiving tool for creative archiving.
An example implementation of the John Latham Archive online is described by relating the cosmological ideas of the artist with
practical software tools which have been used to model them. The author concludes with some remarks on the capacity of the

recommended software tools for creative archiving.

Introduction

Traditional archiving practice developed techniques which
were suitable for sheets of paper as the medium for record
keeping. Material was organized in lists, often sequential and
ordered according to a specific criterion. The physicality of the
records and the archival material itself meant that there was little
flexibility in presenting the records in different ways. The mate-
rial was (and is) kept on a shelf, and therefore it could be arranged
in only one way. Producing an index was a time-consuming and
elaborate task, and it was therefore limited by resources. These
limitations of physical material meant that archives were orga-
nized using very similar techniques regardless of their content.

With the introduction of computer records and digitization
of archival material, some limitations were removed. Although
keeping the material on a shelf in a particular order is still
necessary, this does not exclude other ways of presenting and
retrieving it through the computer. Modern computer software
allows the organization of content in many ways simultane-
ously, based on the characteristics of its description. Automatic
index production is straightforward, and organizing and exam-
ining the material in different ways is possible immediately and
with little effort. All of these options are offered online through
dynamic websites. A mature content management system called
Drupal is discussed in this article as a suitable candidate for such
implementations. It is because of the maturity of such software
that archival practice can evolve online.

Artists” archives are a good testing ground for this software
for two reasons: they are often manageable in size, and there-
fore their processing does not require extensive resources; and
they reflect the inclusivity, creativity, and experimentation of the
artists’ practice, which could positively influence the archiving
sector.

John Latham was an important figure in twentieth-century
art with interesting ideas about classification and cosmology. This
article describes the presentation of the artist’s personal papers
online! in accordance with the proposal of creative archiving.
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Creative Archiving and Interpretation

A Short Historical Account

In a recent publication? I used the term “creative archiving”
to propose a new approach to artists” archives after establishing
the role of the archivist in safeguarding history. Since the
publication of the Manual for the Arrangement and Description of
Archives® in 1968, there have been many discussions on the role
of the archivist as the keeper of the truth. The manual introduced
important rules for archiving practice, including the principle of
provenance—the fact that material of one provenance should
not be mixed with material of another—and the principle of
original order—the fact that material should be kept in the order
that it was when it was being produced. Some years later, Sir
Hilary Jenkinson* emphasized two more important concepts in
archiving practice: the archival material as evidence of history
and therefore proof of the truth; and the inevitable selection of
material from large volumes and the question about the objec-
tivity of an archive. Following that discussion, T. R. Schellenberg®
highlighted the value of archival records for historical research,
placing the archivist at a pivotal point in historical research
and the future interpretation of history. In more recent years,
other discussions® questioned the selection of materials based
on administrative patterns and proposed the adoption of social
criteria for selection as more accurate reflections of history.
Postmodern thinking (for example, Rachel Hardiman’ after
Jacques Derrida®) is applied to traditional archiving practice,
resulting in two conclusions: there is no exclusionary truth in
accepted meanings, or in other words the archivist (or anybody
in that role) is unable to approach the archival material objec-
tively; and deconstruction is a necessity in archiving, where the
overall understanding of archiving practice takes into account
the subjectivity of the archivist. Deconstruction matured in
archiving practice in parallel (or just before) the rapid expansion
of the Internet at the beginning of this century. The development
of online social networking tools allows an implementation



of a deconstructed archive where users/visitors debate the
provenance/description of records.’ Although in theory this
is possible, arguably deconstruction is not truly implemented
this way, because visitor contributions are often made outside
the official record (e.g., a free text comment on a date entry)
and therefore it never becomes official data. In the unlikely case
where visitors do alter the actual data, this is done based on a
framework that the archivist has set.

Therefore, after more than a century of archiving practice
and theoretical discussion, the archivist is still the safeguard
of historical truth, while being often criticized by postmodern-
ists for adopting absolute and rigid methodologies. Creative
archiving can perhaps address this problem.

(reative Archiving Proposed

The above account of the role of the archivist focuses
primarily on the subjectivity which comes into play at two points
during archival work: selection and description. The choice of
material to be entered in the archive (the worthwhile material)
is done by the archivist who inevitably introduces subjective
criteria in the process. Selection is inevitable for large organi-
zations with huge output, but it is not always a problem with
artists’ archives which tend to be limited to one person’s life-
long output.’ One could argue that in archiving artists’ personal
papers of a manageable size, the archivist is relieved from the
burden of selection because the archivist can simply ingest the
complete material into the archive without having concerns
about the objectivity of material selected. If selection is unneces-
sary and the whole collection is ingested, description is the only
point where the archivist makes subjective decisions.

Because partiality is unavoidable in archival description and
since the perceived truth according to postmodernists may be
changing anyway, why not consider partiality an advantage?
Archivists with an expertise in specific material often have a
better understanding of the history that the archive holds than
researchers who visit the archive to consult specific resources.
The archivists” education, social background, religion, ethnicity,
and other factors influence their understanding of the material
and lead them to a biased version of the truth. This, however,
does not deny them authority on the subject area.

Archivists are also trained as classification experts. They
demonstrate the ability to identify material of similar types and
to build relationships between records as part of the context of
the archive. These relationships are often a biased representation
of how material is interrelated because they are a result of the
subjective views of the archivist. Nevertheless they are useful as
a study aid and therefore influential to researchers.

Creative archiving is taking the inevitability of partiality to
an extreme and celebrating the archivist’s role in history while at
the same time clearly admitting that this is only one version of
the truth: the archivist’s own interpretation.

Interpretation and Compoatibility

Perhaps the true concern of postmodern thinking about
archival practice is standardization. Deconstruction and the
attempt to question the meaning of archival records contradict
the existence of a single correct methodology of building an
archive. If we accept that selection is not a concern for artists’
archives, description is the only point in archiving work where

postmodern criticism is valid. In practical terms this translates
into the following problem: standardized archives require a
data/metadata structure which is repeated in every complying
archive. The structure is chosen not because it better reflects
the truth about the archive material, but because it is essential
for compliance with the standard. Arguably, standardization
inadvertently reduces the value of an archive as evidence of
truth, although it may ensure discoverability through machine
searching.

The archivist who is prepared to alter the archiving meth-
odology and add his/her interpretation to an archive faces the
risk of breaking compatibility with widely used standards.
Conversely, an archivist who is determined to respect standard-
ization is unable to fully interpret an archive. This, however, is not
a true dilemma because technology can help overcome possible
limitations in combining compatibility with this element of inter-
pretation. Eric Ketelaar" could introduce the idea of archiving
with social networking only because technology allowed such
a proposal. The social networking tools available were mature
enough to be used efficiently in an archiving context. Similarly,
creative archiving can be implemented only because advanced
online tools have recently become available. Over the past few
yearsmany websites and web services have switched from custom
setups to widely used content management systems. Institutions
with larger resources are using institutional repositories to
manage their content whether it be digitized or born-digital.
At the core of such systems is a set of tools responsible for
producing, editing, versioning, and preserving or expunging
records. These tools allow the description of archival material
in a variety of ways. Another increasingly important set of tools,
offered with or in addition to these systems, is responsible for
querying, selecting, presenting, and theming the records. These
tools do not interfere with the data itself, but merely present the
data according to the audience’s requirements.

The Drupal content management system is a good tool for
managing and presenting archives with limited resources, such
as artists’ archives. The system is described here before its appli-
cation to the John Latham Archive in order to emphasize the fact
that creative archiving discussions could have taken place only
after tools such as Drupal had been established.

Drupal for Creative Archiving

Drupal® is an open-source content management system
which was released in December 2000. Although its strengths
were appreciated from the beginning, it became popular around
2006 after the 4.7 and 5.0 releases, when it was adopted by a
range of major content providers. Drupal is supported by a large
community of developers not linked to a particular company
as a group. The openness of the platform makes Drupal a safe
option for archivists who are not skilled at programming and
who require technical expertise for their systems to be widely
available. Some of the benefits of Drupal for archivists are
outlined below.

System Description

Drupal, like many content management systems, sepa-
rates content from presentation. Typically a database holds the
content in a structure of tables and columns, and a set of theming
files which control the look and feel of the webpage is respon-

Volume 30, Number 2 @ 2011 o Arf Documentation 5



Theming layer

C )
1 1 1
1 1 1

)

(" Content types )

Data in fields

Records (content)

%

[ Field definitions

Taxonomy (vocabularies)

>
—

Database layer
\_ Y J

(

Figure 1: Drupal components for separating content from appearance.

sible for selecting and presenting the content. Figure 1 shows a
diagram of the different components of the system and how they
are interrelated.

Drupal is built for deployment online, typically on a web
server. It supports a range of related tools including the popular
Apache web server and the MySQL database server. It is written
in PHP, the widely used web-programming language, and it is
supported out-of-the-box by many web-hosting companies. The
choice of such standard tools for Drupal makes it easily deploy-
able and very cost effective. At the moment it is possible to run
a Drupal website in the United Kingdom with a monthly cost of
less than £3.00.

Drupal’s support for multilingual websites has been avail-
able since the early versions, and it was the development focus
for version 6.0. It also offers tools for translating the content
into many languages. It is possible for non-textual content (e.g.,
images) to remain common for every language to avoid replica-
tion.

Drupal makes no assumptions about the type of content one
needs to publish. There is an unlimited number of content types
that could be created in any Drupal installation. Each content
type is customizable by adding a set of fields according to a spec-
ification. For example, if the content is an image and one wishes
to attach Dublin Core™ metadata to it, then fields corresponding
to creator, coverage, date, and format can be included. In using
Drupal for online archives, the archivist can follow this strategy
for content organization: all items in the archive share a common
content type, and the distinction in formats (e.g., video, image,
text, etc.) comes from the attached metadata. This strategy has
been used in the John Latham Archive online.

Drupal has been developed with extensibility in mind. The
system is a set of core files (Drupal core modules) with a given
functionality, such as creating content types or allowing for
content translation. This set of core modules—generally accepted
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as a useful set of common functions for a content management
system—is the output of the Drupal project. Drupal, however,
does not exclude the possibility that some users will require
extra functionality which the core developers have not included.
Therefore, external (non-core) modules have been developed
to offer additional functionality to the system. The number of
these modules currently listed on the Drupal project website
shows the strength of the open source community. There are
8,179 modules which allow Drupal to host anything from a full-
fledged e-commerce site to a Tetris game machine. While the core
Drupal modules tend to be well-tested, secure, and very robust,
the more peripheral modules are not always equally mature. The
objective of the Drupal community is to improve them.

Taxonomy

Perhaps what makes Drupal particularly useful for managing
archival material is its Taxonomy module. Content, in Drupal, is
classified using vocabularies. Each vocabulary features a set of
terms, and these terms can be assigned to an item of a specific
content type. For example, a photograph is taken at a specific
place. The name of the place (alongside many other geographical
locations) is listed in a vocabulary called Location. By assigning
the term with the name of the place to the photograph, content
is classified according to geographical location. With this process
Drupal could be used to implement the concept of classes and
create an easy retrieval tool: one is able to view all photographs
shot at a specific location.

Terms in a vocabulary may be arranged in a list, or they
may be arranged hierarchically. For example, the term Flat Time
House (John Latham’s house and studio) is under the term
Peckham, which is under the term London, and so on. There is
additional functionality for synonym terms—for example, the
term UK is the same as the term United Kingdom, with each
term pointing to the other.

The Taxonomy module is a particularly important tool for
the archivist because it allows for the organization of archival
material in more than one arrangement. In traditional archiving,
original order defines the correct arrangement of the material,
thus limiting the archivist to only one way of describing and
organizing information. In Drupal, when taxonomy terms from
vocabularies are assigned to digital content, any of these vocabu-
laries can be used to arrange the material. Therefore the archivist
is offered a number of different ways to describe and present the
material because the archivist is no longer bound by the physi-
cality of the item.

The adoption of multiple vocabularies for organizing content
has no impact on the physical original order which, of course,
should be kept. This order can be easily replicated digitally in
a separate Drupal vocabulary which matches the physical loca-
tion of items. In many artists” archives, there is no meaningful
original order, or it is irrelevant.* However, it is possible that
researchers will want to study that seemingly random order to
examine whether there is a pattern.

Another interesting feature of the Taxonomy module is its
unlimited integration with content. In well-structured content
types, descriptions are formed by a number of fields. To continue
with the previous example, a content type could have fields
corresponding to Dublin Core metadata and perhaps NISO'
technical metadata for images. The data of these fields (meta-



data) can often be drawn from a controlled vocabulary. Dublin
Core, for example, does suggest the use of controlled vocabu-
laries for some of its fields. If one were able to use a controlled
vocabulary for almost all of the fields, then taxonomy and
content type fields would merge. Content in a field is offered as a
term from a controlled vocabulary, and the combination of terms
from each vocabulary represents the archival record. Therefore,
data emerge from a combination of metadata as part of the core
modules in Drupal.

The ability to use extensive controlled vocabularies in
Drupal to describe archival records offers useful retrieval tools.
Apart from the default view of all content belonging to a class—
in other words, all content linked to a specific term—a range
of external modules enable more sophisticated querying of the
database through faceted searching. This allows the progressive
filtering of records which fulfill specific criteria. The user can
choose terms from all vocabularies in the form of a structured
question. For example, if one is interested in the evolution of the
Flat Time House into a work of sculpture, one might want to find
out which photographs of Flat Time House were shot by John
Latham in 2003, the year in which a sculpture of a large book
was installed in the front window. As a faceted search this would
appear as: “Location: Flat Time House, Date: 2003, Creator: John
Latham,” and it would return a complete result set which exactly
matches the specified criteria.'®

The combination of the taxonomy and content core modules
with powerful faceted searching modules offers a high degree
of flexibility for archivists to describe and organize the archival
content as they wish. These modules make Drupal an archiving
tool which can compete with purpose-built software for
archiving.

Theming Layer

While content and taxonomies are stored in the database,
their creation, viewing, and editing take place through the inter-
face offered by a Drupal theme. Drupal comes with a number
of themes available with the default installation. These are opti-
mized to offer the core module functionality. There is also a range
of external themes which can be used with Drupal; currently 975
themes are listed on the Drupal project website. The theming
layer of Drupal allows content from the database to appear in
a variety of ways. Typically certain fields of a content type, for
example technical metadata, need to be displayed in a different
color than the rest of the fields. The theming layer allows for
such processing. Another use would be hiding content/terms
altogether as with a vocabulary that concerns only the archivist
and which should not be visible to the user.

The theming layer is a very large and complex part of
Drupal, the technicalities of which are beyond the scope of this
article. The Drupal project website offers a wealth of information
about customizing themes. Suffice it to say that programming
the theming layer of Drupal should be simple for a programmer,
and an intrepid archivist with some understanding of HTML
and plenty of time would be able to customize Drupal without
the help of a programmer. The theming layer is an important tool
when using Drupal for creative archiving because it allows the
archivist to build the interpretation layer. Such flexibility with
choosing and displaying content is not normally available in

typical software packages, which is why it is more difficult to
implement creative archiving using these tools.

The Internet’s evolution shows that standardization is
meaningful when applications adhere to a generally accepted
standard. Not all users can be forced to use a single application
to ensure compatibility. Rather, compatibility is possible when
all applications exchange data in a common format. Drupal’s
theming layer is able to export data held in Drupal’s database in
any specified format; it can therefore be an equally useful tool for
the archivist alongside software packages designed specifically
for archives. The combination of structured data storage in the
back-end database with the flexible theming layer makes Drupal
an ideal tool for creative archiving with the added benefits of
open source software.

John Latham Archive Online

The concept of creative archiving was initiated before 2008
when, in collaboration with Simon Gould, then curator of Flat
Time House, I proposed the digitization and organization of
John Latham’s archive using a classification system based on the
artist’s work. The John Latham Archive online is the first attempt
to apply creative archiving to an artist’s archive, and the result
is promising. The project was challenging from an art historical
point of view, as understanding and interpreting John Latham’s
theory and work was not trivial.”” In the following paragraphs
I will explain my understanding of Latham’s theory and work,
and at the same time describe the archive’s interpretation layer
with reference to screenshots from the online archive. John
Walker® has written extensively on Latham’s work, and the
artist himself has described it in his Report of a Surveyor,’* among
other publications.

Basic Structure

Because one of the project’s objectives was digitization
of each document, the archive was described at an item level.
Drupal comes with a default content type called Page which can
be used to produce a static web page. This is not a sulfficient
entity for archival description. A new content type called Item?
was defined. This is an abstract representation of any item in the
archive. Each item record consists of fields that were chosen after
investigating both the ISAD(G) (General International Standard
Archival Description) and Dublin Core standards; these fields
are listed in Table 1. The suggested configuration is not fixed
and could grow to include other fields if required.

Table 1: Fields of Content Type Item

Field Description

Number of item as marked on its physical
Item number folder

The title of the item or a short description

if the title does not exist (e.g., Letter to
Title John Latham)

The date of the item where available
Date using ISO dates (YYYY-MM-DD)

The quantity of the item—typically the
Extent number of pages

Table 1 continued on following page.
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