
 

Archival Research at Library and Archives Canada 

Archives: What are they? 

An archive is: 
- a repository of primary source material with historical value 

- an collection of unique historical documents and records accumulated over a person (or 
group of persons) or an organization’s lifetime  

A primary source is an original document, image or object created within a particular historical 
context.  Most primary sources are unique and exist in only one place.  

Secondary sources, such as books, articles, films or museum exhibits, interpret historical events 
or subjects.  In effect, they are used to analyze or describe primary sources.  

Archive vs Library: What is the difference? 

An archive is not a library, the main difference being the nature of the material collected.  
Whereas archives collect unique primary source documents and records, library collections 
contain published material, or secondary sources.   

How are archival collections organized? 

Archives are structured in a hierarchical way. Archival descriptions proceed down the hierarchy, 
from the general to the specific.   

A fonds (or collection) is an assortment 
of documents and records with historical 
value from a specific organization, 
company, institution, person or group of 
people.  This is the highest level of 
archival description and provides an 
overview of all the contents.  

A sous-fonds (or sub-collection) is an 
assortment of documents and records 
with historical value that come from 
within a specific organization, company 
or institution.   

A series is a grouping of documents and records with historical value maintained as a unit based 
on a common theme or relationship. 

A sub-series is an assortment of documents and records with historical value that come from 
within a specific series.  

A file is a collection of several items grouped together based on a common theme or relationship. 

An item is a specific archival document or record.  



What kinds of records are at LAC? 

LAC’s vast collection, assembled over the past 140 years, includes the following: 
 Some 20 million books published in various languages, from rare artists' books and first 

editions to literary classics and popular fiction; 
 241 linear km of government and private textual records; 
 more than 3 million architectural drawings, plans and maps, some dating back to the early 

16th century;  
 About 4.5 million megabytes of information in electronic format, including thousands of 

Canadian theses, periodicals and books available online; 
 Nearly 30 million photographic images, including prints, negatives, slides and digital 

photos; 
 More than 90,000 films, including short and full-length films, documentaries and silent 

films, dating as far back as 1897; 
 More than 550,000 hours of audio and video recordings; 
 Over 425,000 works of art, including watercolours, oil paintings, sketches, caricatures and 

miniatures, some dating back to the 1600s; as well as medals, seals, posters and coats of 
arms; 

 Nearly 550,000 items constituting the largest collection of Canadian sheet music in the 
world; documentation related to music in Canada; and recordings on disks and records of 
all formats, including piano rolls, reels and spools, and eight-track tapes; 

 The Canadian Postal Archives; 
 Textual archives for various individuals and groups who have contributed to Canada's 

cultural, social, economic and political development; 
 National newspapers from across Canada, including dailies to student newspapers, 

Aboriginal magazines and ethnic community newsletters. 

How do I search for archival material? 

LAC has several resources online that are free to use and accessible to all.  The best way to scan 
LAC’s archival catalogue is to use the online research tools and guides: 

o Archives Search 
o Image Search  
o Ancestors Search 

LAC also has several specialised databases and research guides, which are organized by type, by 
topic and alphabetically from A-Z  

http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/lac-bac/search/arch
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/lac-bac/search/images
http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/search/Pages/ancestors-search.aspx
http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/Pages/browse-product-type.aspx
http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/Pages/discover.aspx
http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/Pages/discover.aspx
http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/Pages/a-z-index.aspx

