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WELCOME & 
INTRODUCTIONS

◦ Who am I?

◦ Myron Groover,  Archives & Rare Books Librarian,  McMaster 
University Library

◦ Where do I work?

◦ The William Ready Division of Archives and Research Collections

◦ Our collections:

◦ 4 linear kilometres of archival records (records of people and 
organisations: personal papers, manuscripts, letters, diaries, etc.)

◦ 100,000+ rare and significant books (dating from c. 1050 AD to 
the present day)

◦ Why archives & special collections are important:

◦ Direct evidence of events that have happened in the past.

◦ Tangible statements about societies’ priorities & ideals.

◦ An opportunity for the past to speak to us in its own words.



Today’s Outline:

Welcome & Introductions

Who am I?
Where do I work?

What are archives & 
special collections?

Archives as places
Archives as bodies of knowledge

Thinking about 
historical records.

How do we know what we know?

Primary Sources: Identification, 
Interpretation, Use.

Where can I learn more?

Local links

External resources & further readings



WHAT ARE 
ARCHIVES?



Archives:
Place

Archives:
Records



ARCHIVES AS PLACES: ROLE & MISSION

◦ Facing the present:

◦ Enhancing society’s collective understanding of, and access to, historical records.

◦ Assessing and cataloguing them ( “appraisal, arrangement and description”).

◦ Making them available for use & helping users learn more (“access and reference”).

◦ Facing the future:

◦ Preservation and control of archival records and rare books.

◦ Maintaining physical and evidentiary integrity.

◦ Maintaining and developing the contextual knowledge required to read & navigate them.

◦ Advocating for improvements to documentary preservation — and accountability.



Archives:
Records

Archives:
Place



“The secretions of an organism”

(Vivian Hunter Galbraith, Studies in the Public Records, 1948)





Archives as REPOSITORIES OF NARRATIVE, 

where communities can draw on conceptions and 

experiences of our shared past.

These are places that help us tell ourselves the 

story of who we are.



Archives as REPOSITORIES OF EVIDENCE, where 

communities and individuals may pursue the elusive search 

for “historical fact” — at least insofar as it’s provable in 

court.

These are places we seek RECOGNITION and

REDRESS for the ills of the past.



Archives as MAUSOLEA, where the spectres of 

the past are respectfully interred & distanced from 

the precincts of daily life. 

These are places where we MOURN, 

CELEBRATE, REMEMBER, and FORGET.



Archives as BARRIERS, which privilege WHO has access 

—and HOW people have access — to representation, 

fact, and story.

These are places of OTHERING, where we define the 

terms of who is OUTSIDE and INSIDE our ideas of self 

and community.



Archives as GATEWAYS, through which 

information and power travels in (at least) two 

directions.

These are places that we — and the records —

CROSS THRESHOLDS to become different 

selves.



Archives as CONTESTED SITES where theories & 

material legacies of the past are problematized and 

revised.

These are places we go to BUILD, REFINE, BREAK, or 

REBUILD our ideas about ourselves and our world.





The eyewitness problem.

◦ The “eyewitness” framework gives us a place to 

start, but…

◦ Many sources are not “narrative” in nature, so…

◦ Indirect sources are also (arguably, more) crucial.



GENERAL 
PRINCIPLES & 
CONSIDERATIONS

◦ Generally written during the time period 

of the event, phenomenon, or problem 

you’re investigating, BUT…

◦ May have been written afterwards as a 

reflection on events

◦ Also helpful to think about contrast 

between public and private “selves” or 

“lives” — or the contrast between the 

interpersonal and bureaucratic contexts 

of our lives



Diary

Letter

Unpublished

Private

Memoir

Essay

Published

Public



TOWARDS FLUENCY:
FURTHER CONSIDERATIONS

◦ What’s “missing” from our corpus of sources? What information is kept? What isn’t?

◦ Format issues — e.g. oral history, digital records, ceremonial objects &c.

◦ Accessibility, admissability, parsing, coding, transcribing, funding &c.

(Shoah Foundation, Ancestry)

◦ Broad construal — folk song & story, graffiti, visual art &c.

◦ “Right to be forgotten” — respecting the intentions of historically marginalised 

communities.

◦ Records of carceral trauma (c.f. TRC oral testimony project).

◦ In-group and out-group formation — whose records are they?

◦ Algorithmic filtering & social media.















THANK 
YOU!

GROOVER@MCMASTER.CA
HTTPS://LIBRARY.MCMASTER.CA/SPACES/ARCHIVES



Local Resources:

◦ McMaster Archives and Research Collections homepage.

◦ McMaster Archives Searchable Database (AtoM)

◦ McMaster Archives and Research Collections “Guide to Archival Research”

◦ McMaster Archives and Research Collections “Guide to the William Ready Division of Archives and Research Collections”

https://library.mcmaster.ca/spaces/archives
https://archives.mcmaster.ca/
https://libguides.mcmaster.ca/guide-to-archival-research
https://libguides.mcmaster.ca/guide-to-the-william-ready-division


Further Readings:

Caswell, Michelle: “"The Archive" is Not An Archives: Acknowledging the Intellectual Contributions of Archival Studies” Reconstruction: Studies in Contemporary Culture. (Vol. 16, No. 1. 2016.)

Cook, Terry: “What’s Past is Prologue” Archivaria. (No. 43. 1997.)  

Douglas, Jennifer: “A call to rethink archival creation: exploring types of creation in personal archives” Archival Science. (Vol. 18, No. 1. 2018.)

Eastwood, Terry: “What is Archival Theory and Why is it Important?” Archivaria. (No. 37. 1994.)

Fraser, Crystal & Zoe Todd: “Decolonial Sensibilities: Indigenous Research and Engaging with Archives in Contemporary Colonial Canada” In Decolonising Archives (Ed. l’Internationale Online with Rado Ištok. 

2016.)

Harris, Verne: “On (Archival) Odyssey(s)” Archivaria. (No. 51. 2001.)

Taylor, Hugh: “"My Very Act and Deed:" Some Reflections on the Role of Textual Records in the Conduct of Affairs” The American Archivist: (Vol. 51, No. 4. 1988.)

Thomassen, Theo: “A First Introduction to Archival Science” Archival Science. (Vol. 1, No. 3. 2001.

McKemmish, Sue: “Evidence of me” The Australian Library Journal. (Vol. 45, No. 3. 1996.)

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/7bn4v1fk
https://archivaria.ca/index.php/archivaria/article/view/12175/13184
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10502-018-9285-8
https://archivaria.ca/index.php/archivaria/article/view/11991
http://www.internationaleonline.org/research/decolonising_practices/54_decolonial_sensibilities_indigenous_research_and_engaging_with_archives_in_contemporary_colonial_canada
https://archivaria.ca/index.php/archivaria/article/view/12791
https://americanarchivist.org/doi/10.17723/aarc.51.4.342243r44up30t35
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF02438903
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00049670.1996.10755757

