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Introduction to archival research 
From a researcher’s perspective, the main difference between a library and the archives is that you can physically 

browse a library, but you can’t browse the archives. Instead, an archivist brings you the materials that you request. This 

can sometimes make research challenging; fortunately, there are several helpful tools to help you plan your time. One 

important tool is the reference archivist (contact us at reference@glbthistory.org). Another is the collection catalog, 

which includes collection descriptions and finding aids. 

Searching the catalog allows you to do the equivalent of scanning the library shelves for intriguing books. Some catalog 

records have more extensive descriptions in the form of a finding aid. A finding aid is an inventory of a collection. It’s a 

document that contains an introduction to each collection, its basic statistics, and what may make it interesting. All of 

our collections that are open for research have catalog records and many have finding aids.  

How to use the catalog 
Our catalog is hosted on the Online Archive of California (OAC). The OAC is a listing of archival descriptions from all over 

the state. To search our collections, go to “Search Collections” on the GLBTHS website: 

https://www.glbthistory.org/catalog-search 

Type your inquiry into the top search box:

 

If you hit “go,” you’ll be sent automatically to the OAC: 

mailto:reference@glbthistory.org
https://www.glbthistory.org/catalog-search
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On this results page, you’ll get a listing of any GLBTHS collection description that contains your search term.  

You have the option of narrowing down your search results by decade (in the box to the right). So if you are only 

interested in material from the 1940s, you could search by keyword, then limit by date. 

You can also narrow results by subject, which is very useful in a more general search, like this one for “lesbian”: 

 

If you click “view all,” as shown above, you’ll have the chance to narrow down your search to collections about lesbians 

that also deal with a broad choice of other topics.  
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We are working on adding standard subject tags to all of our collections to make the search even more useful. You may 

want to use some of these as search terms: 

Gay men 

Lesbians 

Bisexual people 

Transgender people 

Intersex people 

People of color 

African Americans 

Latinx people 

American Indians 

Asian Americans 

Jewish people 

Catholic people 

Christians 

Buddhists 

People with disabilities 

Drag 

Kink 

AIDS (disease) 

Art 

Dance 

Erotica 

Homophile movement 

Literature 

Motion pictures 

Music 

Nightlife 

Photography 

Poetry 

Sports 

Theater 

How to find a finding aid 
A “finding aid” is the term for a more detailed listing of a collection’s contents, like an inventory.  

If a collection has a finding aid, it will be linked from the catalog record under “Additional collection guides”. You can see 

this in the Table of Contents to the right of the Collection Overview as shown below. 
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Clicking “Additional collection guides” will send you to the bottom of the catalog listing, where there will be a direct link 

to download a searchable PDF of the finding aid.  As you see below, your original keyword search may return results in 

the PDF (the OAC searches the PDF finding aids too). 

 

 

How to use the finding aid 
The first part of the finding aid will tell you basic statistics about the collection: what it’s called, how to cite it, how large 

it is, and an abstract that summarizes its key points: 
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Further down, it will have a Biographical Note and a Scope and Content Note that will give you some historical 

information and a summary of what’s in the collection. 

For larger collections, the finding aid will often list the materials in them, either by box or by folder. For our very large 

collections, this will be vital for identifying materials relevant to your research.  

 
 

Periodicals and oral histories 
The GLBTHS archives include very large collections of queer periodicals and oral histories. To search them, use the lower 

box on the search page: 
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You can give the name of a periodical to the archivist when you make the appointment, and they will pull it for your visit. 

 

Our oral history collection is extensive. Some oral histories have transcripts, which are available on the site. A few have 

been digitized. Most of them are only available on cassette tape – you can listen to the tapes here, or have them 

digitized by our contractor. Please ask us for more details. 
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Digital Collections 
GLBTHS has several digitized collections, which you can look at here: https://www.glbthistory.org/online-collections 

The collection titles and brief descriptions with links are listed. We highly recommend the Bay Area Reporter (BAR) 

archive as a first stop to many research queries. It is a completely digitized and searchable newspaper, and you can use 

it to learn about many businesses and figures. There is also a separate BAR site for obituaries. Both are linked from the 

digital collections page above. 

Many of the collections consist of photographs. Some, like the papers of Bruce Decker and Beowulf Thorne, consist of 

manuscripts and papers. Most of the collections listed are not digitized in their entirety. 

There are several collections that have been almost entirely digitized by Gale Cengage for their Archives of Sexuality and 

Gender database. The database can be viewed at some college campuses and public libraries, and also from the GLBTHS 

reading room. Even though the original materials are also available here, you may find the database to be an extremely 

powerful search tool. Again, see the Online Collections link above for a complete listing. 

Finally, some of our material about transgender people is scanned and available on the Digital Transgender Archive: 

https://www.digitaltransgenderarchive.net/inst/b91dbe86-4192-4c77-b1fc-d1c323b21c8b 

https://www.glbthistory.org/online-collections
https://www.digitaltransgenderarchive.net/inst/b91dbe86-4192-4c77-b1fc-d1c323b21c8b
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Watching video and listening to audio in the archives 
In the archives, we have facilities for viewing VHS, DVD, audio cassette tapes, SD cards, and 3 ½-inch floppy disks. There 

is also a computer for viewing our digitized videos. If you want to view other formats, such as reel-to-reel film or Beta 

cassettes, you will have to have them digitized at your expense. This is also true of material on VHS or DVD that we 

haven’t digitized yet. Please consult us, and we’ll get you a price quote from our contractor so you can make an 

informed decision. 


