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What we‟ll cover 
• Janet 

– Project background 

– Identifying and describing content and versions 

– Physical organization vs. intellectual organization 
 

• Stephen 
– Metadata 

– Digital asset management, preservation, access 

– Conclusions 



The Problem 

Mellon-funded survey  

in 2005-2007 found 35,000 pieces of 

unique analog audio aging rapidly in 

Columbia special collections 
http://library.columbia.edu/services/preservation/audiosurvey.html 

 

http://library.columbia.edu/services/preservation/audiosurvey.html
http://library.columbia.edu/services/preservation/audiosurvey.html
http://library.columbia.edu/services/preservation/audiosurvey.html


 



 



 



Audio preservation standards as of 

2008 

• Standards for digitization of audio well 

established  

– 96 kHz, 24 bit, Broadcast Wave format 
 

• Standards for structural, technical, and 

preservation metadata still evolving 

– No clear model for METS for digitized audio 

– Audio Engineering Society draft standard 

 





AES-X098B Superseded By: 

 

• AES57-2011-f (2011) 
AES standard for audio metadata - Audio object 

structures for preservation and restoration 

 

• AES60-2011-f (2011) 
AES standard for audio metadata - Core audio 

metadata 





Purpose of Columbia‟s project 

• Build a sustainable program for audio 

preservation at Columbia 
 

• Reduce need for time-consuming 

custom metadata and ingest work by 

Libraries Digital Program Division staff 
 

• Improve efficiency and consistency 

 

 



Programmatic goals 

• Aim for same quality product as achieved 

by Harvard & Indiana in Sound Directions 

• But ─ digitization and metadata creation 

by external vendors 

• Establish CUL infrastructure 

– Quality control procedures 

– Metadata requirements 

– Ingest into Fedora 



                                Intellectual value 

                                High            Low 
     

              High       

Risk of loss 

                     Low 

Preservation priorities 





Oral History collections 

• Our highest preservation priority 

• Unique recordings held only at Columbia 

• More than 8,000 interviews since 1948 

• Over 15,000 physical objects  

• Strong demand for access to the sound 

• Many in poor condition 



Project team 
• Preservation & Digital Conversion Division 

– Project management, digitization, quality 

control 

• Libraries Digital Program Division 

– R&D, METS, other metadata, Fedora ingest  

• Columbia Center for Oral History  

– Selection, preparation, physical handling  

• Bibliographic Control Division 

– Descriptive metadata, MARC records  

 

 





Preservation results 

• 555 interviews preserved  

– 1,346 original audio objects 

– 2,100+ hours of sound  
 

• 1,841 digital audio files created  
 

• 555 MARC records created 

• 555 sets of METS records created 



Infrastructure results 
 

• System for METS records to describe 

– Files that represent the original objects   

– Files that represent the intellectual objects  
 

• Incorporation of draft Audio Engineering 

Society metadata into METS records  
 

• Procedures for ingest into Fedora 



Project challenges 

• Describing versions and formats 
 

• Identifying the content 
 

• Coping with the disconnect between 

physical organization and intellectual 

organization 



Oral histories are complicated 

• Original audio recording on a series of 

tapes or cassettes 

• Digitized audio:  arranged to put all parts 

in chronological sequence  

• Transcript:  edited to suit the interviewee; 

doesn‟t perfectly match the original audio 

• Digitized transcript 







MARC  records 

• One record for analog versions 

– Paper transcript  

– Audio tapes, cassettes, etc. 

 

• One record for digital versions 

– Digitized or born digital audio 

– Transcript in Word or other format 





 





Identifying the content 

All we know  

is what someone  

has written on the container 



 



Other information sources 

• Transcripts 

• Card file of interviewees 

• Paper files of correspondence with 

interviewees and interviewers 

• Staff memories  

• Listening to the audio after digitization 



If content identification is 

inaccurate, projects are difficult 

and more expensive 

• Quality control must be slow and 100% 

• Metadata requires significant revisions 

• Vendor has to make many changes 

• Version control is essential 



  

Disconnect between  

physical organization  

and  

intellectual organization 



Oral histories are complicated 

Session: basic unit of an oral history  

• Single recorded sitting of ca. 1.5-2 hours 

• Can number a few or more than 20 in one 

oral history 

• Recorded over a period ranging from days 

to years 

 



Mind / body disconnect 

• One session = one tape 

• One session = several tapes 
 

• One tape = one session  

• One tape = several sessions from one oral 

history 

• One tape = sessions from several oral histories  
 

• Several tapes = several sessions from several 

oral histories 



  

•   

Ellickson 1               Nestingen  1

 

 Nestingen 2     Annis 1

  

 Nestingen 3     Annis 2

  

 Nestingen 4     Annis 3



Ellickson 2        Cruickshank  1



Ellickson 3



Ellickson 4



 Lesser  1              Biemiller 1

 

Ellickson 5                  Lesser  2



 Perkins  1   Wickenden  1

  

 Perkins   2 Wickenden 2

  

 Carlton  1     Perkins  3 Wickenden 3

  

Ellickson 6   Carlton  2 Wickenden 4





 Miller   1  Pepper  1

  

 Mulliner  1     Miller  2 Pepper  2      Neal  1

 

 Mulliner  2

 

Ellickson 7   Schorr & Lesser  1 Mulliner 3

 

Schorr & Lesser 2    Mulliner  4



Mulliner 5



  

• Preservation practice:  make a copy 

that accurately represents the original 

object 
 

• Patron needs:  a coherent sequence 

of files that contain all and only one 

oral history 



Solution 
• Preservation master file  

– Accurately captured from the physical object  

– 96 kHz, 24 bit, Broadcast Wave format 

• Rendered file  

– Concatenates all parts of an interview 
regardless of which master files they‟re on  

– 96 kHz, 24 bit, Broadcast Wave format 

• ADL (Audio Decision List) 

– Metadata that tracks which minutes from 
which master files make up the rendered file 



  

 

Over to Stephen …. 



Metadata 

• MARC, AES, MODS, DUBLIN CORE, 

PREMIS 

• ADL (AES Audio Decision List) 

• METS (Metadata Encoding and 

Transmission Standard) 

• RDF (Resource Description Framework) 

• ORE (OAI Object Reuse and Exchange) 



ADL (Audio Decision List) 

• ADL specified in AES 31-3 standard 

• Records edit decisions  

• Designed to be imported into audio editing 

software to recreate those decisions  

• Imperfectly supported by commercial 

software platforms 

• Migratable, human readable (sort of) 





METS 

• Relate master and rendered files to each 

other and to the ADL 

• Include AES draft metadata for 

– Technical details of physical object 

– Technical details of digital object 

• Technical details of capture process 





RDF (Resources Description Framework) 

Version of METS for Complete Interview 



RDF Graph of Single Set of 

Interviews (Visual) 

 





Oral History Interviews Originally Targeted for Project [beginning of list] 



Content Displayed From Columbia‟s Fedora/Blacklight-based  

Staff Collection Viewer 



Frank Capra (1960),  Transcript vs. Audio 

(Noticed when preparing this presentation) 

Audio version:  

“and treating people 

as numbers” (!) 



Issues & Considerations 

 

What did we achieve? 

 

Were there other, simpler  
ways to do it? 

 

Do we really need all that metadata? 



Specific Outcomes #1 

• the content is reliably preserved for the future  

• the content is preserved as an original 

"content artifact"  

• the content has been reorganized to provide 

a coherent "interview narrative“ 

• the process for rendering access files is 

replicable and correctable 

 



 Specific Outcomes #2 

• technical „provenance‟ has been documented 

• content can be validated as “authentic” 

• content is structured so that it can be 

managed bibliographically 

• content (10 TB) has been ingested into our 

long-term preservation repository (Fedora) 

• content can be made publicly accessible to 

the extent permitted by author agreements 



Strategic Outcomes #1 

• Well-developed structural model for 
digitization of oral history audio 
 

• Fully-developed support by a vendor who 
can now produce standards-based output 
 

• Solid procedures for local cataloging of 
analog and digital oral histories 



Strategic Outcomes #2 

• Built out tools and workflows for ingesting 

complex content into Fedora repository 

 

• Developed new features for Fedora/Blacklight 

Staff Collection Viewer to accommodate 

complex content 

 

• Columbia can share approach with other 

institutions starting similar projects 



Were there other simpler ways to do it? 

 

• Preserve only “content artifacts” 

– Leave providing good access to the future 

 

• Preserve and provide access only to 

“interview narrative” 

– Do not store, describe or map master files 



Right Decisions for This Project? 

Our choices for this project did in fact fully meet 

our goals for preservation and access. 

 

It was also a good choice to build out our 

existing Fedora / Blacklight and metadata 

environment rather than develop new, ad hoc 

approaches for this project. 

 



Did we really  need all that 

metadata? 
 

 

 

Only time will tell …. 



Questions? 

  


