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Introduction	to	
Archives	

	
	



What	are	archives?	



Key	Concepts	and	Terms	

• Processing	
• Catalog	Records/Collection	Records	
• Finding	Aids	
• Digitization	
• Keyword	Searching	
	



Processing	





Catalog	Records	and	Collection	Records	
•  Title		
• Creator	
•  Size	(extent	or	physical	description)	
•  Location	(repository)/Collection	ID	
•  Scope	and	contents	note	(Summary)	
• Biographical/Historical	note	
• Administrative	information		
• Collections	access	
• Keywords/Subject	Headings	







Finding	Aids	

1.  A	tool	that	facilitates	discovery	of	information	within	a	collection	of	records.		
2.  A	description	of	records	that	gives	the	repository	physical	and	intellectual	control	over	the	materials	

and	that	assists	users	to	gain	access	to	and	understand	the	materials.	
	
Notes:		
Finding	aid1	includes	a	wide	range	of	formats,	including	card	indexes,	calendars,	guides,	inventories,	shelf	
and	container	lists,	and	registers.		
Finding	aid2	is	a	single	document	that	places	the	materials	in	context	by	consolidating	information	about	
the	collection,	such	as	acquisition	and	processing;	provenance,	including	administrative	history	or	
biographical	note;	scope	of	the	collection,	including	size,	subjects,	media;	organization	and	arrangement;	
and	an	inventory	of	the	series	and	the	folders.	
	
http://www2.archivists.org/glossary/terms/f/finding-aid	





Digitization	





Keyword	Searching	



• Culture	Terms	
•  Individuals/Family	names	
• Geographic	Locations	
• Collectors/Anthropologists	
Names	

	
Always	try	alternate	spellings!	
	
	

Find:	ctrl+F	



Other	search	tips		

• Watch	out	for	false	positives	
•  Search	multiple	locations		
• Be	aware	of	issues	in	terminology	and	catalog	descriptions		
•  Start	broad	and	narrow	down		
	
	



Information	Please:	User-Driven	Description	
and	Content	

•  The	Library	of	Congress	and	the	Smithsonian	adhere	to	Protocols	for	
Native	American	Archival	Materials	that	encourage	collaboration	and	
consultation	with	Native	community	members	on	best	practices	for	
access,	use,	and	descriptive	information	for	archival	collections.	
• Due	to	the	history	of	many	of	our	collections,	terminology,	
information,	and	availability	of	materials	may	be	problematic,	
incorrect,	or	incomplete.		Please	let	us	know	if	material	should	be	
updated,	restricted,	taken	offline,	etc.---we	value	your	input	and	
work	to	incorporate	Native	perspectives	into	our	collections.		

	



Research	Appointments	

• Onsite	researchers	are	always	welcome	at	any	of	our	institutions!		
• Many	repositories	require	appointments	because	of	staff,	time,	and	
space	constraints.	
• Please	refer	to	your	handout	for	more	information	on	who	to	contact	
at	each	repository,	along	with	links	to	appointment	forms,	directions,	
etc.	

	



Rules	&	Tools		

Tab
s	

Box	Divider	

Book	Cradle	 Sand	Weights	

Gloves	



Researching	Indigenous-Related	Collections	
at	the	Smithsonian	Institution		



Smithsonian	Institution	

National	Museum		
of	the	American	Indian	(NMAI)	

National	Museum		
of	Natural	History	(NMNH)	

Other	Smithsonian	Museums	
and	research	centers	(NMAH,	
NASM,	CFCH,	Zoo,	and	much	

more…!)	

Department	of	Anthropology	

Collections	
(Ethnology,	Archaeology,	and	Physical)	

Archives	
National	Anthropological	Archives	(NAA)	

And		
National	Anthropological	Film	Collection/Human	

Studies	Film	Archives	(HSFA)	
	

MUSEUM	SUPPORT	CENTER	(MSC)		

NMAI	Collections	
and	Archives	

Cultural	Resources	
Center	(CRC)	



Introduction	to	the		
NMAI	

Archive	Center	and	Collections	



Brief	History	of	NMAI	
•  MAI/Heye	Foundation:	

Predecessor	to	NMAI,	
1916	–	1988	

	

•  NMAI/Smithsonian,	
1989	-	Present	

	



NMAI	
Archive	Center	
Collections	

•  Supports	the	mission	of	the	museum	by	collecting,	
organizing,	preserving,	and	making	available	papers,	
records,	photographs,	recordings,	and	ephemera	that	
reflect	the	historical	and	contemporary	lives	of	Native	
peoples	throughout	the	Western	Hemisphere	

	
•  The	Archive	Center	maintains	approximately	1,500	linear	

feet	of	manuscripts	and	over	150,000	historic	
photographs,	as	well	as	audio	recordings,	video	
recordings,	and	motion	pictures	

	
•  Archival	collections	focus	on	Native	art,	culture,	

knowledge,	politics,	events,	and	social	and	political	
movements	

	
	
	



NMAI	
Object	

Collections	
•  Object	collections	represent	materials	from	over	

1,200	tribes	and	communities	from	throughout	the	
Western	hemisphere	–	North,	Central,	and	South	
America	

	
•  Object	collections	consist	of	approximately	825,000	

objects	that	span	12,000	years	
	
•  Broadly	identified	in	three	different	categories:	

archeological,	ethnographic,	and	modern/
contemporary	arts	

	
	
	



Introduction	to	the		
NMNH	Department	of	Anthropology	
Ethnological	Collections	and	National	

Anthropological	Archives	



History	of	NAA		

• Bureau	of	
American	
Ethnology,	1879		
•  John	Wesley	
Powell,	Western	
Surveys	
• Department	of	
Anthropology	
merger-	1965		

	



NAA	Indigenous	Collections	



John	Peabody	Harrington	Papers			



Moving	Image:	National	Anthropological	Film	
Collection		



Carrie Beauchamp 
Anthropology Collections Management 



Doing	Research:	Collections	Search	
collections.si.edu	



Navigating	Catalog	Records	and	“My	List”	



Finding	Aids	



Doing	Research:	SOVA	
sova.si.edu	


