
Introduction to the Seattle Municipal Archives



What this course will cover:

• Seattle Municipal Archives function and mission

• What records are in the archives (and what records aren't)?

• How do records come to the archives?

• What kinds of questions can the archives help answer?



About the Seattle
Municipal Archives

Founded in 1985, the Seattle Municipal 
Archives (SMA) documents the history, 
development, and activities of Seattle city 
agencies and elected officials. SMA is part of 
the Office of the City Clerk.

The archives promotes open government by 
providing access for all to records relating to 
City actions and decisions.



What's in the Archives?

SMA holds records 
created and received 
by City of Seattle 
agencies and elected 
officials.

(That is,
city government
records.)



What types of records 
are included?



Documents

Correspondence, memos, 
newsletters, project files, 

published reports, brochures, 
and more starting from the 

late 1800s



Photographs

Negatives, prints, slides, and 
born-digital photos from the 

1880s to the present



Audio

City Council meetings and 
public hearings from 1955 

to the present



Moving Images

Motion picture film, 
video, and digital video 

from the 1940s onward, 
including both finished 
products and outtakes



Maps

Maps and atlases of the 
Seattle area from the late 

1800s to the present



Electronic 
Records

Born-digital 
textual records, 
email, websites, 

and social 
media, mainly 

from 2005 
forward



What kinds of things are outside our scope?

Personal 
papers, letters, 

diaries, 
manuscripts

Business 
records, unless 
documenting 
interactions 

with City 
government

Birth, death, 
and marriage 

records

Court records 
(with some 
exceptions)

We can point you to other places that hold these types of records!



How do records come to the archives?

Creation or 
receipt

City agencies 
create or 

receive records, 
which must be 

kept for a 
period set by 

records 
schedules.

Active use

Records are 
kept in City 

offices or on 
networks 

drives, still 
being used.

Inactive

When paper 
records are no 
longer actively 
used but are 

still within 
retention, they 
may be sent to 

the City’s 
records center.

Destroy

Send to 
archives

When their retention 
period is over, most 

City records are 
destroyed, but those 
that are historically 

valuable come to the 
archives for 

preservation.



Who uses the archives?

City 
employees

Students & 
teachers

Lawyers

Historians
Engineers & 
architects

Journalists
Anyone 
with a 

question

SMA is open to everyone!



What kinds of research 
can I do in the archives?

•  Neighborhood history

•  Land use and environmental history

•  Genealogy

•  Transportation history

•  Legislative history

•  And more…



Some sample questions:

• What's the history of my neighborhood park?

• What were the arguments for and against this 
1996 ordinance?

• My great grandfather was a Seattle firefighter. 
What can I learn about his employment?

• How was this bridge planned and built?

?



How do I use 
the records?

Many (but not all) photos, 
maps, moving images, and 

audio recordings are 
available online in SMA's 

Digital Collections

Most textual records are not 
digitized but can be viewed in 

our research room

https://archives.seattle.gov/digital-collections/


Visiting the Archives

Our research room is located on the 
third floor of City Hall. Appointments 
are encouraged! Archives staff can 
assist in finding records that may be 
helpful for your research.

Learn more in our Visiting the 
Archives course.



Other resources

I don't have a specific 
research question – I'm just 
interested in Seattle history.

Our website has many resources, 
including online exhibits, lists of 
Seattle facts like election results 
and elected officials through the 
years, research guides, and much 
more. Check out our Get SMArt
elearning for more about our other 
resources.

https://www.seattle.gov/cityarchives


Learn more

Contact archives@seattle.gov 
with questions about how to use 
our records or other questions 
about SMA.

Check out our other courses to 
learn more about searching our 
collections, visiting the archives, 
and more.

mailto:archives@seattle.gov
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