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 As technology moves rapidly into the forefront of archives and records center 

management, dependence on online resources and digitization is increasing. While original 

documents are still preserved in physical archives, the digitization of these documents is 

becoming a priority for many facilities. However, there is still relevance in original copies, as 

there is relevance in other objects that might not be considered archival materials or records. Art 

has a place among potentially overlooked objects that hold archival value. Art can act as a 

record, proving its worth as archival material and subject to the archival activity of appraisal for 

value as a record. 

 A key responsibility of an archivist is the appraisal of records to determine their value, 

and whether or not the records should be retained or disposed of. Richard Cox and Helen 

Samuels define appraisal as “any selection activity that enables archivists to identify recorded 

information that has enduring value” (Cox and Samuels, 1988). They go on to assert that 

“documentation requires coordinated efforts with librarians, oral historians, folklorists, material 

culture specialists, museum curators, and others,” and that archivists must look beyond the 

stereotypical archival means of the appraisal in order to achieve a “full documentation of 

society” (Cox et al., 1988). By including the secondary values of art, this full documentation can 

be achieved.  

 Determining the value of a record can be applied to art through the study of an artwork’s 

secondary values. Secondary values are defined by the Society of American Archivists as “the 

usefulness or significance of records based on purposes other than that for which they were 

originally created” and the SAA cites Ham’s assertion that “the secondary values of a record are 

long lasting and are the main concern of the archival appraiser.” 
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 An appraisal of the secondary values of a variety of artworks can transform art into 

records. The archival value of art is rooted in these secondary values. In his article “The Truth-

Value of Art,” James Feibleman discusses “art as a form of communication” (Feibleman, 1966). 

Recorded within an artwork are the artist’s “project[ed]… imaginings in a material object 

constructed in order to serve them,” a theory which can be applied to argue that the constructed 

objects are a vehicle of said communication (Feibleman, 1966). A portrait can be transformed 

into a vehicle by which to record information regarding gown construction, or family hierarchy 

based on the placement of the patriarch or matriarch, as is evidenced by portraits of Queen 

Victoria with her husband and children: she is the epicenter from which her family radiates, 

establishing her position of power within their family dynamic.  

    

 To achieve a well-rounded documentation of society, archivists must “go beyond the 

traditional appraisal systems that are tied to single institutions and to the collecting of historical 

records” (Cox et al., 1988). Art can be used for this purpose through the examination of 

secondary values - information from fashion trends to family dynamics, and cultural rituals to an 

artist’s psychological makeup, are recorded by art.  
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 Beginning with early cave painting, records can be gleaned from the images, which 

depict hunting practices, community rituals, and religious practices, and make contributions to 

anthropological studies of early civilizations. Paula Eubanks notes that the oldest cave painting 

dates back to “8,000 to 14,000 years old…[and while] no written records exist about the way of 

life of these people, it is possible to discern clues to the mysterious meanings and uses of rock art 

by examining possibly related cultural practices” (Eubanks, 2007). Cave painting presents a 

physical record where no documents are available, and can be used as a springboard, so to speak, 

in conjunction with known practices of native cultures. In this capacity, cave painting is 

supplementary documentation for the study of these ancient tribes. According to Stanley 

Krippner, who reviewed David S. Whitley’s book Cave Paintings and the Human Spirit: The 

Origin of Creativity and Belief, the story-telling quality of cave painting presents recorded 

documentation of a culture in addition to art. The transformative nature of art to record can be 

found in the information gleaned from the images depicted.  

 In New Mexico, images of spears known as Spears at Los Aguales, dating from between 

1100 and 1400 CE, have been carved into canyon rock (Eubanks, 2007). By studying these 

images, anthropologists and historians are provided with records of methods of hunting, the 

construction of tools, and primary prey, as well as artistic technique. The images were not 

painted onto the rock – the top layer of stone was chipped away “[to reveal] the lighter color 

beneath the desert varnish and thereby creating permanent images” (Eubanks, 2007). That these 

ancient artists had the foresight to chip into a rock wall speaks volumes of the human proclivity 

to record one’s history. These permanent images serve as records of the hunting methods and 

tools used to leave behind such images, providing archaeologists with a timeline regarding the 

creation and use of early tools.  
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 In his review, Krippner takes a scientific – specifically, a biological - view of cave art. 

Referencing the Niaux cave in France, Krippner links the common cave painting motifs with 

“neuropsychology,” asserting that “perceptual constraints, hardwired and neurologically 

structured in the brain, form the structural basis of these motifs” (Krippner, 2010). Delving into 

neuropsychology through the interpretation of secondary values from cave art is ambitious, but 

nevertheless, these assertions transform the art into a scientific record. Krippner notes that 

Whitley’s theories focus on “an era replete with lessons, ecological in nature, which modern 

humans may need if they are to survive” (Krippner, 2010).  

  Another ancient artifact with values that transform art 

into record is the Stele of Hammurabi, created in the 23rd 

century BC. The eight foot tall carved diorite stone depicts 

Babylonian King Hammurabi as he receives the laws of the 

sun god. Below the bas relief are columns of cuneiform 

writing – codes and laws that governed Babylonian society 

under the rule of King Hammurabi. By focusing on the 

secondary values, the stele is transformed from art to record, 

as worship practices, style of dress, and technical ability can 

be discerned from examinations of the bas relief sculpture, 

records of social hierarchy, community structure, and legal systems can be gleaned from the 

study of the cuneiform.  

 In his article, “The Fascinating Code of Hammurabi: Wow! I Didn’t Know That!,” 

Joseph Kelly calls the stele a “window on the past” (Kelly, 1995). Historians and researchers can 

use this window to study not only artistic technique – the use of diorite as an artistic medium, the 
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engraving technique, the depictions and images of the King and the sun god – but the cuneiform 

itself, the content of the laws that governed this ancient society, and what their implications the 

various laws have on the structure of social and community dynamics in 23rd century Babylonia.  

 Working as a record, the stele presents values that can be used to document the 

governance of a community through socially accepted laws and standards. Ira Price, in his article 

“The Stele of Hammurabi,” argues that the 248 laws inscribed on the stele influenced future legal 

systems and asserts that Roman law had roots in the Babylonian systems. According to Price, the 

codes and laws detail “specifications touching almost every side of the life of a people who were 

agricultural and commercial in their activities” (Price, 1904). The inclusion of laws governing 

“marriage and all the financial complications arising therefrom; property ownership, leasing, and 

renting; slaves and servants…a long catalogue of crimes requiring the death penalty, and others 

requiring restitution, punishment, or fines…[and] regulations for business transactions” 

document social and cultural aspects of Babylonian society, proving the stele to be a detailed 

record of the structures and socially accepted rules governing an early civilization (Price, 1904).  

 The archival value of cuneiform tablets is supported by Jeffrey E. Carter is the 

introduction to his article “Rethinking Retention for the Distant Future.” Carter prefaces his 

article on records retention with an example regarding the importance of records retention based 

on the discovery of cuneiform tablets in a mound known as Tell Mardikh in modern Syria dating 

back to 3000 BC. The tablets are records of sales and taxes, and while Carter uses this example 

to argue that modern archival practices would not have required their retention, he also 

exemplifies their importance to archaeologists today – without them “we would know nothing 

about these people and little about neighboring cities and the rise of city states among the 

nomadic peoples who inhabited this area” (Carter, 2006). Applying this theory to the Stele of 
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Hammurabi – an artwork inscribed with cuneiform writing – proves the archival value of the 

records chiseled into the diorite.  

 Cultural implications recorded in Katsushika Hokusai’s painting Under the Wave off 

Kanagawa identify Japan’s ocean mythology rooted in the belief that the ocean sheltered Japan 

from foreign invasion.  In her article, “Hokusai’s Great Waves in Nineteenth-Century Japanese 

Visual Culture,” Christine Guth discusses the iconic curling waves with Mount Fuji in the 

distance, which signify the protective element of the ocean surrounding the island nation. Waves 

were a common theme in Japanese art, but Guth argues that their use in woodcut prints created in 

the nineteenth century made “them critical sites through which many artists, but most notably the 

prolific and long-lived Hokusai, provoked thought about their country's shifting geopolidcal (sic) 

circumstances and, especially, its vulnerability to foreign incursions” (Guth, 2011). 

   

 In both historical and art theory contexts, the painting provides supporting evidence – and 

serves as a record – of Japanese ideology during the nineteenth century. From the imagery of 

Hokusai’s painting, elements of popular Japanese ocean mythology are supported and may serve 

as a record of historical Japanese concepts of isolationism and their resistance to foreign 
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occupation. Mount Fuji represents Japan, and its appearance beneath the curling waves 

represents the protection believed to be offered by the ocean. 

 The work of court painters such as Francisco Goya and Hans Holbein lends historians 

perspective regarding cultural and social elements, including family dynamics, fashion, textiles, 

and court hierarchy. While technique – including paint ingredients, elements of style, and canvas 

materials – can be used to document art history, the content of the artwork can provide records 

relevant to a variety of academic and research fields.   

 In an effort to “[understand] the precise construction of early sixteenth-century women’s 

dress,” Jane Malcolm-Davis, Caroline Johnson, and Ninya Mikhaila delve into Holbein’s work 

in the court of Henry VIII (Malcolm-Davies et al., 2008). In their article “And Her Black Satin 

Gown Must Be New-Bodied: the Twenty-First-Century Body in Pursuit of the Holbein Look,” 

Malcolm-Davies, Johnson, and Mikhaila examine Holbein’s court portraits to study women’s 

dress construction as depicted in his work.  

 Study of Holbein’s portraiture reveals records of fashion trends that could be found at 

Henry’s court, including fabrics, jewelry, and embroidery. The use of specific fabrics presents 

records pertaining to methods of weaving, access to certain colors of dyes, embroidery 

technique, and gown construction that would be useful to the study of the history of textiles. The 

use of court portraits as records provides researchers with images from which they can glean 

information regarding trade and textile production, as is the case for Malcolm-Davies, Johnson, 

and Mikhaila, who studied “a variety of approaches to the construction of early Tudor gowns” 

and found that “the survival of a considerable number of [Holbein’s] works has ensured that his 

view of the ladies and gentlemen of the Tudor court has become representative of the age” 

(Malcolm-Davies et al., 2008).  
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 A record of popular fashion is recorded through Holbein’s portraiture. For example, the 

deconstruction of the portrait of Jane Seymour by Holbein completed 

between 1536 and 1537 provides a record of dress construction, materials, 

headgear, and jewelry design. Another aspect  recorded in such portraits 

includes the use of jewels or precious metals, which provides evidence of 

specific levels of craftsmanship achieved in the 15th century. For the 

purposes of studying textiles, portraiture provides records of materials, 

styling, garment construction and design, and skill. 

 Not only imagery on its own presents secondary values that transform the paintings into 

records, but the symbolism of the work - and the imagery’s parlaying of an historical event itself 

- presents a record. In Dale Hoak’s review of Tatiana C. Strong’s book Art and Communication 

in the Rein of Henry VIII, the assertion is made that art was a tool used to communicate between 

the artist or subject and the viewer. In this case, Holbein’s 1537 mural of Henry VIII with his 

father, mother, and third wife, Jane Seymour, is the subject of this assertion. Strong contends that 

the absolute rule of Henry VIII was the message being communicated through this mural – and a 

variety of royal portraits - to his subjects.  

 Although Hoak’s review of Strong’s assertions is not favorable, that is because Strong 

failed to acknowledge the historic implications of the portrait – notably that it was painted 

shortly after “Henry’s crushing defeat only months earlier of rebellions in Lincolnshire and 

Yorkshire,” thus setting the authoritative tone and explaining “the combative nature of the king’s 

confrontational pose” (Hoak, 2009). In a proper discussion of “visual language,” the tone of a 

monarch’s rule can be documented through body language, dress, props that act as symbols of 
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power and expected obedience from one’s subjects, and the historic implications dictating the 

tone of the work. 

 From Francisco Goya’s work in Madrid, style of dress in the Spanish court and social 

hierarchy are recorded in the images, however, in his later work, the mood changes from demure 

court portraiture to darker social commentary.  

 In 1793 Goya’s tinnitus rendered him deaf, and his new state transformed his artistic 

style, described by Frederick Wight in his article as “a destructive moralist without 

politics…deal[ing] in terms of flesh and blood and emotion and his criticisms of society are so 

basic that there is no room for an ideology” (Wight, 1946). Between 1795 and 1819 Goya 

completed four series’ of engravings called The Disasters of War, which depict demons, witches, 

and other nightmarish ruminations. Wight uses these etchings to make assertions that Goya’s 

work is a pictorial record of his psyche, citing that “it is assumed that art is a communication of 

an emotion and that this emotion has its roots in the subconscious” (Wight, 1946). Wight 

analyzes elements of the etchings to interpret the artist’s state of mind, offering theories 

regarding social satire, familial symbolism, and personal prejudices depicted in the images; 

Wight uses the etchings as a record by which to chart Goya’s mental state.  

 Moving beyond what the work says about the artist, social values can be documented not 

only in what is present but by what is missing or deemed to be veering from the era’s social 

norms, thus providing a record of the notion of impropriety in Goya’s work at the time of its 

completion and release to the public following his death. Using the public’s responses to Goya’s 

engravings, historians may find documentation in the work to support Victorian notions of 

propriety. Ivins discusses the reactions of journalists, fellow artists, and art critics to Goya’s 

engravings in his article “Goya’s Disasters of War.” According to Ivins, Goya’s work was 
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referred to as “proof positive of the low estate to which artistry and taste had fallen in Spain,” 

with the words “debased and degraded” appearing as well (Ivins, 1924). 

 The transformative power of secondary values renders art an invaluable record of the 

human experience. Whether it be the medium – canvas, paint ingredients, or frame construction 

– that is used as a record of the artist’s ability or popular methods of the era, or content – 

documentation of an ancient civilization’s laws and codes, elements of dress and garment 

construction, accepted social norms, hunting rituals, or familial hierarchy – records found in art 

offer an advantage to scholars and archivists.  
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