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Turning Curators into Web 
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• OVERVIEW: Stephen Davis, Director, Libraries 
Digital Program

• PROCESS: Janet Gertz, Director, Preservation 
and Digital Conversion Division

• TECHNOLOLGY: Joanna DiPasquale, Web and 
New Technologies Developer



Presentation Goals

1. To describe a new, innovative exhibitions 
/ gallery service created within our Digital 
Program that enables curators to publish 
digital collections directly to the Web

2. To convey how content created for 
exhibitions and galleries can be captured 
& integrated into our core digital library 
collection



Goals, continued

3. To describe the mixture of organizational 
buy-in, procedural changes, and new 
technology tools needed to accomplish 
this

4. To highlight the specific new Omeka 
software plug-ins developed by Columbia 
– and soon available to others -- to 
support this service



But first some context …



Columbia Libraries / Information 
Services

Digital Programs and Technology Services
(DPTS)

1.Libraries Digital Program Division 
2.Preservation and Digital Conversion Division
3.Library Information Technology Office
4.Center for New Media Teaching and Learning
5.Center for Digital Research & Scholarship
6.Copyright Advisory Office



Columbia Libraries / Information 
Services

Digital Programs and Technology Services

1.Libraries Digital Program Division
2.Preservation & Digital Conversion Division
3.Library Information Technology Office
4.Center for New Media Teaching and Learning
5.Center for Digital Research & Scholarship
6.Copyright Advisory Office



Columbia’s Collection 
Digitization

• To serve Columbia faculty and students

• To serve scholars and researchers

• To reduce direct use of fragile originals

• To preserve content on analog media 



‘Traditional’ Digital Projects

APIS Bunraku Paper Gods Digital 
Scriptorium

Corporate 
Reports

Greene &  
Greene

John Jay Herbert 
Lehman

Joseph 
Urban

Ling Long Real Estate Notable 
New Yorkers Et cetera …



Columbia’s Collection 
Digitization

• To serve Columbia faculty and students

• To serve scholars and researchers

• To reduce direct use of fragile originals

• To preserve content on analog media 
• To support the programmatic goals of 

Special Collections



Rising Demand from Curators

• For online versions of physical exhibitions

• For online-only thematic galleries 

• For faster implementation cycles

• For less mediation by technology staff 



Strategic Solution

• Empower curators to become Web 
publishers

• Make it as easy for them as possible
• Give them support in following best 

practices 
• Illustrate for them the benefits of 

contributing to the digital library



DL Content Standards

• Adequate DL metadata (e.g., descriptive, 
rights, administrative)

• Aquifer MODS format when applicable
• Archival quality scans

This will allow:
• Integration into digital content repository
• Reusable, ‘repurposable’ content



Columbia’s Fedora Environment

• Centralized digital asset management

• Metadata management

• Digital content publishing

• Long-term digital archiving









Interdivisional Coordination

• Special Collections Curators
• Special Collections Directors
• Libraries Digital Program Staff
• Conservation Lab (Preservation)
• Scanning Lab (Preservation)



Over to Janet Gertz  … 



New Processes &
Procedures



New Track System

1. Digital Project Track
2. Brick & Mortar Exhibition PLUS 

Online Exhibition Track 
3. Brick & Mortar Exhibition Only 

Track
4. Online Gallery Track



Why multiple tracks

• Large projects consume available 
staff time

• Pent-up demand for online exhibitions 
from many curators

• One size of digital project does not fit 
all needs



• Continuum from complex to simple
• Gives curators the opportunity to 

choose how sophisticated they want 
their online presence to be
– Trade off between highly customized 

product vs. ease and speed
– Direct impact on the amount of work 

they will have to do



Advance Planning 
• Curators

– Often prepare at the last minute

• Central conservation, digitization, and 
web design units
– Limited staff size, need predictable workflows

• Tracks 
– Help coordinate everyone’s work
– Provide scheduling milestones 



Track System

1. Digital Project Track
2. Brick & Mortar Exhibition PLUS 

Online Exhibition Track
3. Brick & Mortar Exhibition Only 

Track 
4. Online Gallery Track



1. Digital Project Track

• Goal: To publish large, multifaceted 
collections

• Content with complex relationships
• Custom-built interface with many 

types of functionality designed 
specifically for that content



1. Digital Project Track

• Significant resources required
• Justified by significant research or 

curricular value
• Approved at the Associate University 

Librarian level
• Process starts with an internal proposal



Digital Project Proposal
• Description of content & desired outcome
• Value to Columbia Research & Teaching
• Value to Columbia Libraries Collections
• Conservation Requirements
• Rights and permissions
• Cataloging / Metadata Requirements
• Special Functionality
• Online Presentation Requirements
• Possible Funding Sources

http://www.columbia.edu/cu/libraries/inside/projects/digitization/procedures/projectproposal_current.pdf�


http://www.columbia.edu/cgi-bin/cul/resolve?lweb0120



New Tracks

1. Digital Project Track
2. Brick & Mortar Exhibition PLUS 

Online Exhibition Track
3. Brick & Mortar Exhibition Only 

Track 
4. Online Gallery Track



New Tracks

• Quicker planning and implementation
• Little custom design work 
• Curators choose from a limited range 

of pre-established options for display, 
functionalities, look-and-feel

• No need for AUL approval



New Tracks

1. Digital Project Track
2. Brick & Mortar Exhibition PLUS 

Online Exhibition Track 
3. Brick & Mortar Exhibition Only 

Track
4. Online Gallery Track



2. Brick and Mortar exhibition 
plus online exhibition

Goals: 
• Support curation of a physical exhibition 

and a simultaneous online version
• Or, publish an online version of a previous 

physical exhibition
• Coordinate work of curators, conservators, 

imaging and web-design staff



2. Brick and Mortar exhibition 
plus online exhibition

Assist curation of physical exhibition
– Organizing & planning an exhibition
– Generating pick lists, labels, etc.
– Exhibition layout and description 
– Enabling curators, conservators, others 

to share information about items



2. Brick and Mortar exhibition 
plus online exhibition

• Uses the Exhibition Support Tool 
(ESTO) for creating both physical 
and online exhibitions

• Uses Omeka for web presentation



Online Exhibition Planning Form

• Timing / schedule
• Number & type of objects
• Conservation requirements
• Metadata requirements
• Rights & permissions issues
• Need for zoomable images
• Inclusion of document-like objects
• Director approval, not AUL

http://www.columbia.edu/cu/libraries/inside/projects/digitization/procedures/exhibition_planning_form_current.pdf�


2. Brick and Mortar Exhibition 
Plus Online Exhibition

• Implementation uses Exhibition 
Planning & Implementation Checklist 

• Sets timeline for staging the work, 
from initial selection of objects through 
installation







https://ldpd.lamp.columbia.edu/omeka/exhibits/show/perkins











New Tracks

1. Digital Project Track
2. Brick & Mortar PLUS Online 

Exhibition Track
3. Brick & Mortar Exhibition Only 

Track
4. Online Gallery Track



3. Brick & Mortar Only Track
• Same as Brick & Mortar with Online 

Exhibition but…
• No digital component 
• Assist curation of physical exhibition 

with Exhibition Support Tool
• Coordinate work across units
• Still little-used by curators



New Tracks

1. Digital Project Track
2. Brick & Mortar PLUS Online 

Exhibition Track
3. Brick & Mortar Exhibition Only 

Track
4. Online Gallery Track



4. Online Gallery Track
• Goals:  

– Empower curators to publish small sets 
of digital content

– Enable curators to respond to 
unexpected, near-term deadlines for 
presenting content

• Presentations usually simpler than 
Online Exhibitions, with less narrative



Online Exhibition Planning Form 
(same as for exhibitions)

• Timing / schedule
• Number & type of objects
• Conservation requirements
• Metadata requirements
• Rights & permissions issues
• Need for zoomable images
• Inclusion of document-like objects
• Director approval, not AUL

http://www.columbia.edu/cu/libraries/inside/projects/digitization/procedures/exhibition_planning_form_current.pdf�


4. Online Gallery Track

• Stream-lined planning and 
implementation

• Ideally work begins 3 months before 
launch date (with exceptions)

• Simplified checklist is used





4. Online Gallery Track

• Limited metadata
• No complex searching or browsing
• Adequately-served by Omeka 

software features and functionality
• Look is similar to Brick and 

Mortar/Online Exhibition



https://ldpd.lamp.columbia.edu/omeka/exhibits/show/butler75









New Exhibition & Gallery 
Tracks

• Same core set of metadata
• Same high level of image quality
• Allows preservation and content reuse

• Requires more advance planning

• Requires greater internal efficiencies
• Expect increased demand from curators



Over to Joanna DiPasquale  … 



Turning Curators into Web 
Publishers
Technology

Presenter
Presentation Notes
My objectives today are to: (1) describe the system’s features for you; (2) show what we’ve built; and (3) discuss future challenges.



Specifications / System 
Requirements 

• Flexible
• Use existing tools
• Bridge physical and digital
• Empower curators
• Focus on the library’s needs

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Importantly, items must be able to be REUSED.  Implies significantly more complicated data structure.Library needs include sustainability of these projects.  Even if each exhibition is finite, its web presence is not, and the software is not.  We need to build something we can support relatively easily.



Simplified digitization process
Process Involvement
Digitize Preservation, LDPD
Describe Curators, LDPD, Preservation
Structure LDPD, Preservation
Optimize LDPD
Present Curators, LDPD

Can we better merge the paths of the curatorial and the technical?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In this oversimplified digitization process, you can see where technology can begin to meet curatorial needs and where it does not need to.  Janet’s presentation about the different tracks of our digital projects and exhibitions speak very clearly to the idea that different needs can begin to converge to the same core needs with different degrees of magnitude, design, and staffing.  The same happened as we identified ways that we could design and present a system that aided curators in their goals.  As we developed our system, we found that certain areas needed much more concentration, such as METADATA INPUT and DISPLAY.  By providing software that supports the final creation of a presentation, while keeping our metadata requirements, we turn curators into web publishers. 



Environmental Scan: Omeka

• Open source
• Used supported 

languages / 
frameworks

• RIA well-developed
• Dublin Core

• Not MODS compliant
• Storage feature 

assumed standalone 
system

• No workflow or 
physical exhibit 
support

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We began with an environmental scan and found that George Mason University’s Center for New Media and History had begun a project called Omeka, which did many of the things we were hoping to do with our own system.  However, it is natively Dublin Core, and assumes a very independent system.  We wanted one that could interoperate.  How could this be achieved?  Rich Internet Application features include drag-and-drop of items, a WYSIWYG editor, and on-the-fly editing of exhibits.  



In-house solution: ESTO

MySQL

Item

Item-
presentation

Exhibit

PHP internal 
application

Omeka –
exhibit 

creation

Web

PERL 
crosswalk / 
conversion 

tool

+ 31 more tables

Single sign on

Curation

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Initially, when we began this project, Omeka was in its infancy.  We wrote a solution around Omeka that provided physical and online support.  



ESTO + Omeka
For the curators
• Information architecture
• Templates and layouts
• Drag-and-drop features

For “us”
• Reuse of objects in 

multiple exhibits
• Variety of MIME types 

supported
• Workflow supported
• Physical exhibit 

supported
• MODS



Benefits and Drawbacks

• RIA flexible for 
curators

• Supports many 
formats

• Allows on-the-fly 
editing

• Complex object 
display

• Image display
• Metadata interface
• Dublin Core
• Design constraints*
• Design adequacy*

* “Too much of anything is bad, but too much of good whiskey is barely enough.” – Mark Twain

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Overall, Omeka worked well. We launched the George Arthur Plimpton exhibit, and it was very successful. However, as the process evolved, we experienced some drawbacks.  Multipage at layout level; zoomable; no spreadsheet view; curators want to control design and not completely accept tradeoffs.  More features imply criteria for DIGITAL PROJECT, not necessarily for EXHIBITION.  



Lessons learned

• Workflow issues
– Spreadsheets
– Timing

• ESTO 2.0 (ESTO beta?)
– Syncing systems vs plugins
– Some new directions

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We’re still tethered to spreadsheets; curators tend to plan entire physical exhibit and then begin the online one.  The process helped expose the idea that turning curators into web publishers meant that we also needed to turn them into folks that thought about the online environment not just in terms of PRESENTATION but in terms of PREPARATION.  This is still ongoing.  Additionally, the new Omeka product changed its data structure, and our ESTO system stopped operating with it.  Were we on the wrong track?  Should we think about being inline with Omeka and support the broader community?  



Input and Output Methods

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Curator’s role here – provide input, design exhibit.  Result – nice web output, but also possibility of output to Fedora, Aquifer, and other consumers.  



Input and Output Methods



Achievements

• Twelve Thirteen 
exhibitions produced 
(2009-present)

• Template flexibility
• Plugins created
• > 28,000 visits 

(Nov. 09 – Mar. 10)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This seems to be evident of a long tail that is being hit.  This is an iterative process; more work needs to be done!  However, we’ve had a lot of achievements overall – nine new exhibitions launched, four more in the pipeline. 



Overall

• Combination of LDPD, Preservation, and 
curators

• Improved metadata, stored with item
• Interfaces becoming more standard
• Decreased turnaround time
• Broad range of communities reached

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Manifesting the ability to meet a given community’s needs through design and interface of software, understanding requirements, compromise, and exploration.



Turning Curators into Web 
Publishers

Final Thoughts



Status of New Service

• The exhibition and gallery support tools have 
been available since 2009

• MODS plugins for Omeka are now complete and 
will be released into production at CUL in April

• The new procedures are now being followed in 
our Rare Book and Manuscript Library

• They will be rolled out to other Columbia special 
collections in April / May



Looking forward, we will need to:

• Support curators in using ESTO / Omeka, and 
give them guidance in following the new 
procedures and systems

• Refine our procedures over time as we gain 
more experience

• Make digitization processes and operations 
more efficient  and transparent

• Continue to refine our software tools and work 
with the Omeka community on improvements



Success factors

• Ongoing buy-in from curators and special 
collections directors

• Continued community support for Omeka 
• Ability to scale up use of the service 

without overwhelming internal digitization 
resources

• Continued progress in building out Fedora



Questions?

More information available at:

• http://www.columbia.edu/cu/libraries/inside/
projects/digitization/procedures/

or:
• http://tinyurl.com/ylp36n8

http://www.columbia.edu/cu/libraries/inside/projects/digitization/procedures/�
http://www.columbia.edu/cu/libraries/inside/projects/digitization/procedures/�
http://tinyurl.com/ylp36n8�
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