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Abstract 

The Minnesota Historical Society [MHS] is located in the heart of St. Paul, in the area known as Capitol 

Hill. The building contains a research library that is free and open to the public. It is split into two areas, 

one more traditional research library area, where researchers can access or request access to the 

documents and records of the Minnesota Archives and artifacts in its collections. The other section is the 

microform room, where one can access MN newspapers and public records. The building also has an 

auditorium, a gallery, a café, and gift shop.  

The MN State Archives are located in the underground storage facilities at the MHS building. 

They are inaccessible to the public. Researchers must request access to the records through the Library 

housed at the Historical Society. The MHS was formed as a non-profit organization in 1849 (“Our 

History," n.d.). After some fits and starts of Offices of State Archives throughout the 20th century, in 

1984, "an administrative reorganization within the MN Historical Society merged the State Archives in 

the new Division of Library and Archives" ("Our History," n.d.) that is still in existence today. This report 

is an overview of how MHS controls its collections and how it delivers it.  

keywords: Minnesota Historical Society, MHS, Archives, Manuscripts, Collections, EAD 
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE MINNESOTA HISTORICAL SOCIETY 
 
Monica Ralston, Archival Processing Manager at the Minnesota Historical Society 

[MHS] worked for the Center for Archival Collections at Bowling Green State University prior 

to working at MHS. The Archival Processing Division is part of the larger Collections 

Department. The Collections Management Department organizes the Society's collection of 

books, periodicals, state archives, manuscripts, maps, photographs, newspapers, films and 

videos, sound recordings, works of art, and newspapers. It also creates tools such as catalogs and 

inventories that help patrons locate and use materials in their collections.  

The staff in the Collections Department is all highly specialized. In the Archival 

Processing (Cataloging) unit, has 5 staff members. The Library Collections, Photography 

Division, the Conservation Division are all part of the Collections Department.  There are 

between 28-35 people in Collections Management Department alone. MHS is a very large 

institution. It is not just a library, it is an archives, a museum, they do outreach, they manage and 

preserve historic sites, and they have a press. They are like a large corporation. The 2012 annual 

report lists 12 C-level Directors, responsible for 20 departments (MHS, “Departments and staff”, 

2013). 

The counterpart to Ralston, in the manuscript division, is Sarah Quimby, the Library 

Processing manager. She has 2- catalogers, and 3-assistant level positions – the first is 

responsible for series check in, the second is working on a newspaper project to crawl websites 

and archive and catalog these digital newspaper content, and the third one is working on a 

project to barcode/RFID the library wholly. This project will enable the reference collections be 

scanned, and pulled quickly using the RFID barcode. 
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SECTION 2: THE COLLECTIONS AT MINNESOTA HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

The mission of MHS is simple: "Using the Power of History to Transform Lives -

 Preserving > Sharing > Connecting." Their collections policy conforms to the statement "the 

vision of the Society is to maximize the power of personal and community stories and shared 

history to enrich and transform lives" (MHS, ""About", 2013. para. 1). It is unique as far as a 

State Archives in that it collects both State records and materials, as well as records of human 

culture relating to Minnesota. A record is “‘recorded information in any form created or received 

and maintained by an organization or person in the transaction of business or the conduct of 

affairs and kept as evidence of such activity’ (ISO 15489)” (Lindberg 2013). Their function is to 

“serve as organizational, institutional, or cultural memory” (Lindberg 2013). Non-current records 

of continuing value selected for research characterize many of the holdings of MHS. 

The collections are a fusion of several types of archives: Corporate archives, Government 

archives, Historical Society, Museum, and Special collections (Schmidt, 2011) and they can be 

accessed via two reading rooms. One is the microform room, and the other, the reading room, 

also called a reference room, is for just about everything else.  

 The collections include both records of evidential value, and manuscripts, or personal 

papers, and ephemera, created by Minnesotans, or having a relationship with Minnesota. The 

collections include official records from both state records and private organizations, and 

documents created by families and individuals (Ralston, 2013) (Lindberg 2013). Their 

collections ranging from the railroad records and papers of James J. Hill, the Empire Builder; to 

the records from the Territorial Governor all the way up to the records of Vice President 

Mondale, and Vice President Hubert Humphrey, and Governors Jesse Ventura and Tim 

Pawlenty. 
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The researchers that use the MHS collections tend to be genealogists, scholarly or 

academic researchers, legislator’s staff and special interest groups looking at legislative records, 

people writing for publication, and the casual researcher, characterized by those who want to 

know more about their house, or restaurant owners wanting to find cool photos of the 

neighborhood to hang up in their restaurants (Ralston, 2013). 

Processing and Accessioning 

The archival collections are managed to control and/or manage records so that they can 

be efficiently maintained and made available for use by the stakeholders. “Accessioning is the 

physical transfer of donated or acquired collection into the physical custody of the archives” 

(Lindberg, 2012). Accession numbers at MHS, the manuscript collections are assigned only a 

serial number: 1, 2, 3, etc., so on the basis of the number, you cannot tell what year the 

manuscript came in. MHS’s archival, museum, sound/visual, and government records 

collections, use a different sequence to assign accession numbers. It is a two-part number, 

beginning with the year, followed by a serial number: so 2013.1, 2013.2, 2013, 3, 2013,4, etc. 

depending upon when it comes in. It is common to find museums using a similar system, but 

there the accession number usually drills down to the item level. So for example, the first 

accession of 2013 is a teapot, 2 cups, and a tray. The teapot would be 2013.1.1, the cups - 

2013.1.2, the tray - 2013.1.3. At the MHS archives, they cannot control things at the item level 

(Ralston, 2013).  

Shelving numbers, also referred to as call numbers, are assigned as collections come in. 

Because MHS currently uses the slot system, and they interfile intellectually, when an addition to 

a collection that has previously been assigned an accession number, then the description is 

updated to include the new year’s acquisition, and MHS will need to do that forever as long as 
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the series exists. The box numbers are meaningless. The researchers don't come into the stacks to 

pull their boxes. The staff pulls the records for them, and brings it to them. At the archival 

Collections at Bowling Green, they stored things by accession number, so as one collection. 

There might have been an accession from 1984, stored one place, and the additions to the 

collection would be stored sequentially by accession number, so there was a lot of re-shelving 

and rearrangement needed (Ralston, 2013). 

Archival processing is very repetitive. Each new collection must be arranged, boxed, 

labeled, and a location card created. There is a checklist. Archivists must learn to ‘keep it 

simple’. The most important thing is to make it simple so it will be simple to use. Archives came 

late to rules - but they have been adopting more rules and standards - LAM have been adopting 

them together. There is nothing so complicated that something hasn't been described before. So 

using standards created by other disciplines has been a positive step forward.  

Archival Arrangement and the Principle of Original Order 

“Records with a single provenance should retain the arrangement established by the 

creator in order to preserve existing relationships and evidential significance of the documents” 

(Lindberg, 2013). Original order in the past may have meant keeping the collection together in a 

physical space, but the modern archives regards original order as a concept.  

Original order is actually only a construct of space and time. If one has a box, one can 

only add what can fit into that box. One must respect original order, but at the same time, 

remember that original order is limited by space and time.  

If I have a 4-drawer cabinet, at any given point in time, I can only file what will fit into 

that cabinet. Another way to explain the difference between original order and location would be 

to look at an example. Let's say a series in a collection is called purchase orders, and there are 
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purchase orders from 1920 to 2013. Years 1920 to 2012 have been boxed and shelved because 

they do not fit into the existing 4-drawer cabinet. There will be more purchase orders generated 

after 2013. So when the purchase order series is sent to the archives, the archives doesn't have to 

shelve them with the purchase orders from 2011. They could but do not have to box them in the 

same box; the important thing is that they need to be described together. The idea of original 

order doesn’t mean that all the boxes are together. It means that they can keep purchase orders 

from 1920’s on a lower shelf and the purchase orders from 2010 are on another shelf altogether, 

as long as the boxes can be retrieved (Ralston, 2013).  

Archival Description and Finding Aids 

According to the Society of American Archivists Glossary for Archivists, Manuscript 

Curators, and Records Managers, archival description is the “process of analyzing, organizing, 

and recording information that serves to identify, manage, locate, and explain” the collections 

(Lindberg, 2013).  

Description is dynamic at MHS and maintained throughout the life cycle of the 

collection. Although other divisions in the Collections Department describe collections down to 

an item level (photography, for example), the archival collections cannot afford to describe to 

that level. The archival processing division needs to describe a collection, as ‘purchase orders for 

equipment’ not purchase orders for software, computers, and printers There is always a need to 

juggle time versus how much description needs to be done (Ralston, 2013). 

What they do in the library catalog is generally at the collection level. That's the whole 

view of the collection. It might be one document, or it could be a collection of 1500 boxes. 

Traditional finding aids include subject guides, inventories or registers (series and accession), 
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card catalogs, indexes, shelf lists, and box lists. Contemporary finding aids include databases, 

encoded files for web display, system documentation or metadata (Lindberg, 2013). 

MHS does have a library and archives catalog, it includes catalogs for books, map, 

periodicals, archival collections that encompass manuscripts, government records, sound and 

visual materials. They are all catalogued in the [Minnesota State Colleges and Universities] 

MNSCU system called MnPALS. This is a consortium of public and private universities and 

libraries across Minnesota. In addition to MnPALS, they have inventories that are encoded in 

EAD, and an Apache Solr Indexing application that goes through the databases to index the data 

that has been input into the finding aids.  

 They have about 3400 different finding aids on the web. Some of them are only in PDF 

format, more than half are in XML, but they all look the same. So no matter what is searched for, 

the results will have the same look and feel. The same labels, pieces of information given in the 

same places, sometimes a biography, or an administrative history, not always a scope and 

content, or an abstract, but always an inventory of boxes. This is called a detailed description (of 

the contents of the collection) regardless of the type of container. Everybody thinks everything is 

on the computer, but only a small percentage of the collections (16%) are in MARC format. A 

much larger percentage of the collections (84%) are still have cataloged on card index in a card 

catalog, which is fast slipping the memory of general researchers and staff hires (Ralston, 2013). 

Archivists have the choice to process and catalog at any level of description. Decisions 

about that are governed by collecting strengths, the mission of the collecting institution, and the 

resources that you have. The first goal is to get the collection catalog into MnPALS. When they 

have a multi-box collection they generally describe down to the box level, but not always. If a 

collection is comprised of one or two series, with a straightforward arrangement, the collection 
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processor might just do a catalog record and give the locator numbers in the catalog. When a 

collection is more complicated, then it will include an inventory to give people the contents of 

the boxes but the most important thing is that everything should be catalogued in MnPALS 

(Ralston, 2013).  

The MHS’s finding aids have a deeper level of description than the records cataloged by 

Minitex in MnPALS. Minitex is the information and resource-sharing program housed at the 

University of Minnesota. MnPALS indexes at the collection level, MHS finding aids often drill 

down to the box level. By using different finding aids in the reading room, depending upon the 

complexity of a collection, you may find what you are looking for on MnPALS, or you may find 

it by using MHS’s own finding aids. When a collection is processed, it will only be described 

once, because they don't have the resources to create special finding aids for specific uses 

(Ralston, 2013).  

What they are hoping to do in this search system which not only searches MHS’s finding 

aids but it also searches what is called the collections online - the former resources database. The 

MHS collections, artifacts, indexes to military records, data records, census records, all need to 

get converted to MARC records so that the researchers and reference staff can, in a single search, 

cut across all the databases. Right now they have a divided set of databases to search through. 

The goal would be to give them a single search.  

What gives the inventories that are online all have the same look and feel is that they are 

EAD finding aids. They do not turning EAD finding aids into HTML. They are not keeping two 

separate files. They let the users' browser do the transformation - so MHS is delivering the raw 

XML to the browser. This technology is not necessarily compatible with all the mobile devices 

out there. As technology changes it is harder to stay current (Ralston, 2013). 
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MHS uses lots of card catalogs. These are just an A-to-Z arrangement and using standard 

library cards. So there is an author entry card, a title card, a card for each of the tracings (subject 

headings), as well as all of the added author information. If a user types the information into a 

commuter, an entry can be found a thousand different ways, but if when it is typed on a card, 

there is only one place to find it.  

Visual Locations 

 The element in EAD for the shelving unit is called the VisLoc [Visual Location] and is 

stored in a card catalog in the processing suite. These locator numbers can be compared with a 

container number. If everything was in EAD, this system could output a shelf list anytime, in any 

order that it was needed. In 2012, only about 16% of the collection was in an electronic 

inventory, and because this includes both PDF and EAD, the shelf location may be on the PDF 

inventory but it is not a defined piece of data that can be isolated as can be done with EAD. This 

VisLoc catalog is done instead of inputting into a database, and the system is as old as library 

cataloging is. This is the shelf list of the library catalog, as well as the shelf list of the archival 

collections.  

Here the same standard library cards are filed in the call number order. On the card, in 

shelf number order, one can find a discrete range of boxes. This is the current shelf management 

system. It is not in the computer, and MHS is not going to take the time to put it into a computer 

because things change, and when it does, it should be done here, in the shelf location inventory. 

The IT department created a shelf location application for the archival collections division to use, 

but it hasn't been shared yet with anyone, because once you put stuff out there like that, staff will 

forget the specifics of what has been done prior and will gradually start to believe that the 16% 

of EAD collections are the collections (Ralston, 2013).  
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Physical Storage and Security 

There are two basement mezzanines that hold library stack materials. The first floor is all 

library books, the second level is a combination of volume storage, library materials classified 

under the Library of Congress call numbers and then it flows into the archival storage area. 

In this area, there are six sizes of standard boxes, including 1/4 cubit feet, 1/2 cubit feet, 

and 1 cubit foot. Some of these archival collections are arranged in an Item, Range, Shelf, Slot 

system, which is a four-part number. One should never consider a location that has been assigned 

to a container to be a permanent identifier whether it is a shelf location or what is considered a 

call number.  

Some of the collections are arrange by a serial number system. For example, P stood for 

‘Papers,’ so a collection is P303 box 1, P303 box 2, etc. When you get a new collection, take the 

next number, and place them on the shelf. In this system there might be 6 boxes here and then all 

of a sudden more items from the collection arrive. Then choices have to be made. One can go 

back to the shelf and re-box it. One could give it a new number and the entire collection moved. 

Or because only one box is delivered at a time to the archives, one might decide to leave these 

boxes here and go to the end of the numbering system and give it the next available number in 

the system. This makes the point that call numbers and shelf locators are not unique item 

identifiers and they are subject to change (Ralston, 2013). 

Another kind of numbering system was also used at MHS, the Cutter Number System. 

This system ran from the 40s through the 70s. There are three different variations of this. It is not 

based on the Library of Congress system. This system uses minus numbers to file collections that 

didn't fill an entire box. This is a nightmare for the records retrieval staff. Sometimes an added 

‘plus sign’ was to indicate that the collection had oversized items.  
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The Germans are very fond of registration systems. They have a system that numbers the 

folders that are in the box. A registration method works really well for corporate or government 

systems. So the record group will get a number, then each series within the record group will get 

a number (or letter), and then they number the folders within. This numerical system works 

pretty well. Everything has a place, but the MHS doesn't do this. They use their own file system. 

A record group doesn't get numbered, it just gets a name - "MN Governor's Office, 2009-2011" 

and the folders are not numbered, which allows them, unlike a German Registration system, or 

other systems used at other American repositories, to interfile into actual papers or they can do 

an intellectual sort in the detailed description.  

The big archives is located on the lowest floor, the 3rd sub-basement. The huge storage 

space can hold somewhere in-between 96,000 to 100,000 cubic feet. This room is entirely 

arranged as an aisle, range, shelf, and a slot number system. Some of the boxes may contain 

more than one collection, because the processing staff is going to make the best use of the space. 

The shelves in here are very uniform, the shelves are all of a particular length, a particular width 

(5 feet wide), and a particular height, and uniform sized boxes are shelved two-deep, and larger 

boxes also will fit on the shelf. The shelves house some loose items and flat files. It is cooler in 

this room because it is strictly temperature and humidity controlled and has fire suppression, and 

proper lighting. This room is in the bottom subfloor because it was necessary to support the 

weight of the collections. There is one staff member who has worked at the MHS for 45 years 

that locates and pulls files, unlike the stacks upstairs in sub-basements 1 and 2, where the 

research librarians pull items upon request for researchers. The room is secure, which is managed 

through card access permissions.  
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SECTION 3: FUTURE OF ARCHIVAL PROCESSING REQUIREMENTS 

Cataloging is the one thing that Ralston says she doesn’t see emerging students being 

well schooled in. Cataloging is so basic, and necessary to archival repositories. In the last 10 

years, the archival processing division has cataloged using OCLC's WorldCat. Then they 

download into MnPALS. MHS’s catalogs are capable of getting down to the item level 

especially the photography collection. Because of the challenges facing archives that are using 

vastly different inventory styles from the 50's forward, it is very difficult for the users today, 

especially those that simply want to browse. Today's users are so used to instant access, the old 

ways of inventorying a collection are almost hidden to them. Because, of course today, everyone 

assumes that everything is on the computer and it is not . 

The learning curve for volunteers and interns can be exceedingly high. MHS doesn’t 

often have the resources to go back and create EAD entries for old collections. Usually the only 

time they are able to go back to the old collections is if there is an addition - and even that 

depends on the size of the addition, if there is available staff, and what else is backed up behind 

them (Ralston, 2013).  

There is a movement in the profession in the last decade to replace MARC 21 with 

Bibframe. This standard uses an XML and the Library of Congress along with international 

partners sees this as the future of bibliographic description. The unnecessary rift between 

archival and record keeping professions is starting to be addressed and new cooperation between 

archivists, librarians, and museums as seen in the Bibframe project. The split is characteristic of 

US archivist profession (Lindberg 2013). 

This new cooperative approach is a way for archives, libraries, and museums to adopt the 

same standards so that resources/collections can be shared. The Bibframe model reduces the 
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need for duplication of parts of records of collections - because it is relational - the elements rely 

more on relationships between objects, and a controlled vocabulary (Wolfe, 2013). 
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