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A Harvard University Library Virtual Collection is an online catalog that describes a selection of 
Harvard library, archive, and museum resources on a particular theme or topic (for example, the 
collected papers of a noteworthy poet or selected materials on 19th century family law).  See About 
Virtual Collections for additional details about this service. 

Once connected to a virtual collection, you can use the options on the main menu as follows: 

Home Display the home page to view descriptions of the virtual collection you are 
using. 

Search Search for keywords that appear in resource descriptions.  Type words into one 
or more search boxes, use the drop-down menu to select the index to search, 
then click the Search button.  Use quotes to search for a phrase; use and, or, 
not as operators to combine words or phrases.  See Searching for additional 
tips. 
 
Results will display as a list of brief records that match your search.  From the 
results, you can display the full record and in some cases, view a thumbnail 
image or click a link to access a digital version available on the web.  

Browse Indexes Browse alphabetic lists of titles, names, subjects, and form/genre terms.  Select 
an index to browse and click on a letter to view that part of the browse list.  Or, 
jump to a specific part of the list by typing the beginning of a title, name, etc. 
and clicking Go.  See Browsing for additional tips. 
 
Selecting a browse list entry leads to a list of brief records containing the word 
or phrase.  From the results, you can display the full record and in some cases, 
view a thumbnail image or click a link to access a digital version available on 
the web. 

Search History View the list of searches and browses you have performed during your session.  
Click the Search link next to an entry to redo a search or browse.  See Search 
History for additional tips. 

Help View this online user guide to the virtual collection. 

Accessing a Virtual Collection  
All virtual collections are publicly accessible.  The digital materials that a virtual collection links 
out to may be publicly accessible or restricted to members of the Harvard community.  Access to 
restricted digital materials will require a Harvard ID and PIN. 

Note about browser support: Virtual collections work best when viewed with version 5 or higher 
of Internet Explorer, version 7 or higher of Netscape, or a current version of other major modern 
browsers (e.g., Mozilla, Firefox, Opera, or Safari).  

Your browser must have Javascript support enabled.  
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To print some of the digital materials described in a virtual collection (especially those available 
from the HUL Page Delivery Service), version 6 or higher of the Acrobat Reader must be installed 
on your computer.  

Note about session timeout: A virtual collection session will expire after 30 minutes of inactivity. 
Once your session expires, click on any option in the main menu to start a new session and 
continue your work.  If your session times out, any search history will be discarded.   

Searching  
Select Search on the left menu to search for keywords that appear in resource descriptions.  Type 
words into one or more search boxes, use the drop-down menu to select the fields to be searched, 
then click the Search button.  Select a Boolean operator (and, or, not) from the drop-down list to 
combine words or phrases. 

 

Results will display as a list of brief records that match your search.  From the results, you can 
display the full record and in some cases, view a thumbnail image or click a link to access a digital 
version available on the web. 

Search examples industrialization in Anywhere 
morrison in Name/Creator

Combining keywords Use and to find records containing both keywords.  Use or to find records 
contain any of the keywords.  Use not to find records containing one keyword 
but not the other. 

     tenements  in Anywhere 
and photograph in Form/Genre

Use double quotes to search phrases: Phrases
“immigration restriction league”

 Multiple words without quotes will be searched as if they were combined with 
the and operator. 
Hyphens can be included in the search where they occur, or replaced by a 
space: 

Hyphens

“by-laws”  or  “by laws”
Use an asterisk as wildcard at the beginning, middle, or end of a word to search 
partial words: 

Wildcards

child*  will retrieve child, childhood, children, etc. 
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 *otype  will retrieve daguerreotype, linotype, etc. 
wom*n  will retrieve woman, women 

Selecting an index See the List of Available Indexes
Qualify search by 
categories

A category is a subject-like term assigned to a record within the context of the 
virtual collection.  Select a term from the Category list to limit a search to 
records containing that category.  Categories are optional and may not be 
available in your selected virtual collection. 

Limit to digital objects Select this limit to find only records that contain one or more links to a digital 
version of the resource. 

Sorting results Select a “Sort By” option from the drop-down list to control how search results 
are arranged.  By default, results are sorted by title (other options include sort 
by name, date, and type.) 

Number of results per 
page

By default, results include 10 records per page.  Change this by selecting 
another value from “Set Size …” drop-down list. 

Browsing  
The Browse Indexes option allows you to scroll A to Z through any of the indexes in this virtual 
collection.  Browsing is a good way to look up a title, name, subject, or form/genre term when you 
know how it is spelled.   

To perform a browse, click on one of the index names (Title, Name/Creator, Subject, Form/Genre) 
to display the first part of the index list (the Title browse list appears by default).  To move to 
another part of the list, click a letter in the alphabet.  Or, jump to a specific part of the list by typing 
the beginning of a title, name, etc. and clicking Go.  Use the Next and Previous buttons to move 
through the list one page at a time.   
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Click on an entry in the list and a search will be performed on the word or phrase within the 
corresponding index.  A list of brief records containing the word or phrase will display.  From the 
results, you can display the full record and in some cases, view a thumbnail image or click a link to 
access a digital version available on the web. 

List of Available Indexes  
Below is a list of the indexes available for searching and browsing in a virtual collection.   

Index Name Contents Examples 
Anywhere Includes all words that appear in virtual 

collection records, including category 
terms. 

industrialization in Anywhere 

Title Titles of resources included in the virtual 
collection.   

“new america” in Title 

Name/Creator Names of people or organizations as 
creators of a resource.  These may be 
individuals, groups of people, corporate 
bodies or other entities that have 
contributed to the creation of the 
resource. 

william bailey in Name/Creator 
bailey william in Name/Creator 
academia literaria in Name/Creator 

Subject Terms that describe what a resource is 
about.  Depending on the collection, 
subject terms may include names, 
geographic locations, or topics.  
 
Note that if your collection uses 
Category terms, these will also be 
retrieved by a search or browse of the 
Subject index. 

antiquities in Subject 
china in Subject 

Category Subject-like terms used within the virtual 
collection to categorize records.  
Categories are optional and may not be 
present in some virtual collections.   
 
If categories have been added to a 
collection, they can be retrieved in a 
subject search or browse.  Also, you can 
qualify a search by category using the 
Category drop-down list on the Search 
page.  

Qualify search by Categories: 
 
family reunification 

Form/Genre Terms that describe the genre or physical 
form of a resource.  Sample form terms 
are: text, slides, broadsides.  Sample 
genre terms are: cartoons, diaries. 
 
Form/genre terms may sometimes be 
specific to a source system. 

biography in Form/Genre 
photograph in Form/Genre 
map in Form/Genre 
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Full Record Display  
Click the Display Full Record button on the Results screen to view the full record for a resource.  
This record provides descriptive information about the resource that has been harvested from one 
of three source systems (HOLLIS, VIA, Harvard Geospatial Library). 

In addition to descriptions, the full record provides this information about the resource: 

• ID number of the record in its source system.  Click this ID number to open the source 
record in a new browser window.  Note that the source record may provide additional 
information about the resource. 

• Form of resource (text, photograph, etc.), in the Form/Genre field. 

• Location of physical version at Harvard, in the Location field.  (This field may not be 
present if the resource is only available electronically). 

• A link to a digital version, in the Digital Object field (when available).  This field may 
contain a thumbnail-size image that links out to a full size image, or a URL link to a digital 
version of the resource on the web.  Note that access to some digital objects may be 
restricted to members of the Harvard community. 

Below is a virtual collection record for a drawing, harvested from the VIA system.   

 
Full Record Display for a resource (a drawing), harvested from the 
VIA system 
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Search History  
Search History records all the searches and and browse selections performed in your current 
virtual collection session.  Each search or browse entry in search history includes the number of 
records retrieved and the time it was performed.  

 

You can re-issue any search or browse selection by clicking on the “Search” link for the entry. 

To clear search history, click the “Clear History” button.  Note that search history does not persist 
between virtual collection sessions. 

 

About Virtual Collections  
Virtual Collections (VC) is a service that can harvest descriptions and links from Harvard 
University Library union catalogs (HOLLIS, VIA, Harvard Geospatial Library) and provide a web-
based search and display interface of these materials for the user. 

Resources in a single virtual collection can be drawn from many different Harvard collections and 
come in many forms (books, diaries, manuscripts, photographs, maps, musical scores, sound 
recordings, etc.).  You can search or browse descriptions of these resources using the virtual 
collection’s web-based catalog.  These descriptions usually indicate the Harvard collection where 
the physical resource is held and in many cases will link out to a digital version available on the 
web. 

All resources described in a virtual collection can also be found in one of Harvard’s main online 
catalogs (HOLLIS Catalog, VIA, Harvard Geospatial Library, and OASIS).   

The Virtual Collections Service is developed and supported by the Harvard University Library’s 
Office for Information Systems (OIS).  See the OIS web site for more information about the Virtual 
Collection Service. 

Getting Assistance  
To report a problem or ask a question about a virtual collection, use the “Questions & 
Comments” link that that displays at the bottom of every page of the collection.  Your comment 
will be sent to the curator of the virtual collection. 
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If you are reporting a problem using the collection, please provide a detailed description of the 
problem, including any error message you receive.  
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