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THE CUUIURAL FUNCTION OF CHURCH ARCHTVES
IN ENGLAND AND §rALES

In England and Wales the majority of diocesan archives function
on a limited financial budget, and for this reason the development
of archival-cultural links is often minimal, -However, the Bishops'
Conference has recendy undertaken an
Archives Society is/will be much invol
ecclesiastical archives. Also, in some
schemes to list the architectural, liturgical and printed treasures of
parishes, churches and institutions. From the wider cultural perspective,

lhis will enable the Catholic Church to become more conscious of its
patrimony (archival and otherwise), and will also help to prevent-any
i..rr...r.. of instances of illicit sale or destruction of papers, artefects
etc.

"The archive as cultural centre" is still in its infancy in many

opened its own museum and exhibition area in conjunction with its
aichival collection. A number of religious congregation archives (e.g.

the Daughters of Charity of St Vincent de Paul, Mill Hill, London)
have developed heritage rooms adjacent to their archive storage

areas and seàrch rooms, while some of the monastic houses (e.g. the
Benedictine abbeys of Downside and Ampleforth) have a long tradition
of co-operation with local and national cultural institutions. But the
overall picture is somewhat uneven.

Thè archivist's contact with individual researchers is often the
principal means to developing cultural links on a wider scale. In my
òwn diocese (Brentwood) we have been co-operating with the editors
of a national series of published architectural guides, and documents
relating to diocesan buildings (churches, schools etc.) and their architects
have bèen an important part of the archival research for this project'
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Exhibitions of a national importance have been staged at 1ù7est-

minster Cathedrd: e.g. the bicentenary of Bishop Richard Challoner
(1e81).

The cultural use of archives is also the concern of the Catholic
Central Library in London. Not only does this library have close links
w'ith various other libraries and archives, but it acts as an information
centre for researchers, the media etc. Some diocesan and religious
archives have good printed collections on Catholic and local history
or have access thereto. In Preston (Lancaster Diocese) there is a

specialist Catholic library (The Talbot Library) which also acts as a

cultural centre for matters of historical and archival interest in North
\ù7est England.

In my own diocese I am working with our Liturgical Commission
to list and note the treasures (artefacts, archives, printed material)
belonging to each parish. This will be a lengthy msk, but one of great
importance, not only with regard to making inventories of property,
but also the cultural implications of being able to share with a wider
public the patrimony of the Church. The diocesan archive will
therefore be a point of reference for those interested in the various
aspects of diocesan historical and artistic patrimony.

There is a need in England and \Wales to educate clergy and laity
alike in the pastoral and cultural aspects of archives. It is essential
that the understanding of archival work is not resrricred to that of
"repository" or "storage facility", but that the whole Catholic communiry
recognises the part it plays in the task of preserving and publicising
the unique archival and cultural heritage of the Catholic Church in
England and \Wales, which emerged in the late-eighteenth and
early-nineteenth centuries from more than two hundred years of
active (martyrdom) and passive (financial and legal) persecution
and restriction, and from the mid-nineteenth century witnessed an
unprecedented expansion. Although there is now the experience of
retraction and restructuring in many palces, there is still a great wealth
of cultural and archival activity worthy of the Church's participation.


