








when and if a formal inventory is produced, the manuscript
processor will have the opportunity to work with the collection in
as close to its original state as possible.

The production of a formal inventory is not undertaken lightly:
it involves enormous resources in terms of personnel, time, and
space, and is most often reserved for those collections for which
there has been a demonstrated research interest, and for which no
additional material is expected. It is generally acknowledged in the
production of a formal inventory that the manuscript processor is
unlikely to “pass that way again.” On the other hand, the life of the
manuscript processor is no less unpredictable than are the lives of
the subjects of his or her work. Despite technological advances, it
is never easy to incorporate additional material into an existing col-
lection. From the processor’s point of view, shifting (both within
and among boxes, and the corresponding adjustments to the in-
ventory that result from that relocation) is always done grudgingly,
regardless of the excitement surrounding the arrival of a valuable
new addition to a collection. Unlike the customary single-han-
dling of book cataloging, there is scant control over how the col-
lection will evolve over time: even the death of the donor offers no
guarantee that additional material will not eventually find its way
to Special Collections. (While such additions to a collection can
surface several decades after processing, it is no less likely that new
material will appear while the printer is still warm after generating
ten copies of an eighty-page inventory.) Like the creature from the
black lagoon that just “keeps coming,” a collection once thought
to be safely “inactive” can suddenly become “enriched” by addi-
tions. As with serials catalogers, manuscript processors exercise no
control over the character or growth of the objects of their de-
scriptive effort.

Given the extent of manuscript collections and their ongoing
capacity for change, it is important for a processor to accept his or
her own limitations. Given the size and long-term nature of pro-
cessing projects, they are inevitably subject to interruption, and,
therefore, inconsistencies, which work to keep the processor hum-
ble. Regardless of careful revision, there will be mistakes in both
arrangement (misfiled documents) and description (inaccuracy be-
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cause of illegibility or incomplete documentation). Yet, even with
careful preparation, the processor can sometimes disappoint the re-
searcher because the documentation that should be with the col-
lection is missing, either destroyed intentionally by the donor or
heirs or simply damaged by the elements before safe delivery to the
archival institution. Manuscript processors never lack for reminders
that we live in an imperfect world.
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