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TUTORIAL: Locating Humanities Resources in WorldCat 
 

 

WorldCat is an online index to millions of records representing works from countries the world over. 

Items date back as far as 1000 B.C. and include items in about 400 different languages. WorldCat is an 

invaluable resource for humanities scholars. Its online indexing allows users to find works by subject 

headings, and its catalog information tells the user what libraries own the works.  

 

Not to be confused with WorldCat.org, the free version of WorldCat. It has less records. 

___________________________________________ 

 

 
Locating Primary Sources in WorldCat 

 

The Advanced search features can be used to explore many aspects of a humanities topic. Here’s a search I did 

looking for letters of Mary Todd Lincoln. I wasn’t sure of subject headings, so I searched on keyword. 

 

 
 

Note that there’s an “Archival Materials” filter. 

I selected that in the hope of finding primary source materials. 

 

This search retrieved 42 citations – none of which led me to letters written by Mary Todd Lincoln.  

 

However, several citations to other sources written by contemporaries of Mary Todd Lincoln caught my 

eye. (Remember, humanities scholars love to browse.) 

 

I clicked into the citation circled below. 
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Here’s the WorldCat record for those archival papers. 

Note how the LC subject headings used by WorldCat can help humanities scholars locate materials by: 

(1) Descriptors (which include the primary sources – diaries, correspondence);  

(2) Genre/Form (again, primary sources, diaries and letters); (3) Geographic locations;  

and (4) Time period indicators. The “Notes” field tells where the material is located. 
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Locating Primary Sources by Subject 
 

You can use WorldCat and many other online indexes and catalogs to locate primary sources by subject 

headings. For example, here are a few headings from WorldCat that may lead to biographical primary 

source material: 

 

Autobiography   Memoirs 

Correspondence   Personal narratives 

Diaries    Slave narratives 

Journals   Slave writings 

 

 

Here’s a search on personal narratives. Note that in WorldCat, a heading with two or more words needs to 

be set to “Subject Phrase.” 

 

 
 

 

I followed the citation to Arthur Ashe’s memoir, Days of Grace. 

 

 

Here’s an excerpt from the record showing the work’s subject headings. 

We could follow either of the “Personal Narratives” links to find more personal accounts  

written by other people with AIDS or by other tennis players. 
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Locating Secondary Sources in WorldCat 
 

 

Blazek and Aversa (in the 5
th
 edition of your textbook) recommended a series called the Garland 

Reference Library of the Humanities. I was unfamiliar with this series, so I first tried seeking information 

on it through Google. This produced many links to Amazon records representing works in the series. I 

wanted a nice list showing all the works. So, I set the title to “Series Title” and designated Garland as 

“Publisher.” 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

This search retrieved 1684 records – 1661 in English. Even assuming that a percentage of these records 

are duplicates of the same title, the Garland Reference Library of the Humanities still covers an amazing 

range of topics.  

 

 

I clicked into the citation on The Arthurian Encyclopedia. 
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Here’s the WorldCat record for that work, The Arthurian Encyclopedia. 

Again, take note of the subject headings used by WorldCat. They give us leads on tracking down 

materials by name and geography and by type of material. In this case, we have links to other 

encyclopedias. 

 

 
 

The information in the Notes field can be very useful, too. In this particular case, we see that this is a 

revised and expanded edition of the 1986 publication. “Revised” indicates that content was changed, not 

just added. An Arthurian scholar looking for how texts on Arthur have changed over time may want to 

compare coverage from a newer edition to that of an older edition.  
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Locating Tertiary Sources in WorldCat 
 

Tertiary sources are works that are derivatives of secondary sources. An index is a tertiary source. 

Humanities scholars are often looking for bibliographies of works on particular topics, and bibliographies 

are tertiary sources.  

 

The term “Bibliography” is a subject heading in WorldCat. That means it can be used as a search term to 

help a scholar or a student locate those works. 

 

Books on how people dressed in a certain decade or era are of interest to historians, theater majors, and 

humanists studying popular culture. There are a number of subject headings that pertain – clothing, 

costume, fashion. Here’s my WorldCat search that I used to locate bibliographies on costume. Note that 

the WorldCat heading for bibliography is singular. Knowing this, I set the search to Subject. 

 

 
 

 

I retrieved a lot of interesting hits, but many of these bibliographies were old. When recommending 

bibliographies to scholars and students, you want to help them ascertain whether the resources listed in 

the bibliography are obtainable as well. 
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I returned to the search form and limited the date range from 1990 to 2006.  

This search produced a list of about 61 books. Here’s one that caught my attention: 

 

 
 

 

The record indicates only one owning library – probably the Henry Art Museum library. Costume is one 

area in which you can find some spectacular digitized material on the Web. So, I looked up the Henry Art 

Museum Web site, but struck out on finding a costume gallery. 

 

 
 

At any rate, you can see how WorldCat can assist with the location of primary resources! 


