
Digital Special Collections Discussion Group  
Sunday, January 22 8:30-10:00 a.m.  
Westin, Piedmont 3 
 
Agenda:  
 
1. Welcome and introductions  
 
2. Presentations - Five speakers will briefly present on a topic relating to the use of digital 
humanities tools and/or techniques within special collections libraries. Each presentation should 
take about 7 minutes. Selected presentations include: 

 
a. Samantha Mairson (University of Connecticut) 

i. Research includes building a metadata-tagging schema for use in shared Zotero 
group libraries and beta testing of Omeka Everywhere for an archival project  

b. Suzan Alteri and Michelle McClure (University of Florida) 
i. Provided instruction for undergraduate students using Omeka to teach critical 

thinking skills using primary sources and other special collections materials 
c. Kelli Hansen 

i. Developing workflows to visualize catalog data for over 95,000 items from 
various collections. Kelli uses Tableau to visualize  the data by authors, date, 
language, classification number; and Voyant to analyze titles and subject 
headings. 

d. Gioia Stevens 
i. Working with a collection of 1500 online cookbooks (digitized on Hathi Trust), 

Gioia will discuss her metadata analysis process using MarcEdit and OpenRefine 
to create full-text analysis, how she applied topic modeling and constructed data 
visualizations with Tableau. 

e. Emilie Hardman (Harvard University) 
i. Worked with an undergraduate fellow to study the philosophical commitments of 

W.V. Quine in his archive, using TEI and Versioning Machine. 
 
3. Discussion: After the presentations attendees are welcome to ask questions, share their own 
experiences. We hope the group can explore more deeply how we can all learn from one 
another's’ failures and successes in the area of digital humanities exploration. Discussion will 
include how we can utilize tools such as those shared in the presentations to advance 
scholarship, collaboration, and to gain new knowledge of our special collections. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
Notes: 
 
Attendees: 2 co-chairs, 5 presenters, 39 people (total) in attendance 
 
Presentations: 
 

● Presentation 1: Omeka, Touchtables & More (Samantha Mairson) 
 
U. Connecticut’s Department of Digital Media & Design gets critical funding (Mellon 
Grant, SHARE Grant) for digital projects that require partnership from library and 
archives. 
 
One such project is working with Omeka, specifically trying to bring Omeka exhibitions 
directly onto touch-tables on various campus sites (archives → Benton Museum). 
 

● Omeka Everywhere is a prototype that enables Omeka users to take advantage 
of Open Exhibits software. 

● Omeka <omeka.org> is an open-source software project that has been widely 
adopted by museums, libraries and archives as a content management system 
and web publishing platform. 

● Open Exhibits <openexhibits.org> is a software that provides multi-touch, 
multi-user templates for touch-screen devices.  

 
From the perspective of the undergraduate research assistant and technology 
professional tasked with the creation of the Omeka instance for beta testing, the 
backend was easy to navigate and there were plenty of helpful plugins already in 
existence. Challenges included: 
 

● Inheriting and making use of knowledge from a University of Connecticut 
archives team that worked on a previous beta testing of Omeka 

○ From prior experience, archivists knew to provide certain file types (JPG, 
for example, and an excel spreadsheet of relevant metadata) 

● Communicating with team members who are intimidated by perceived project 
complexity, as it relates to technology and digital media 

● A secure serve needed to be created with appropriate access permissions so 
that project managers wouldn’t leave the project and retain controls; the team 
used backend content management via Filezilla 

○ This took some time and communication amongst team members, 
especially IT staff who were knowledgeable about setting up the server 
and troubleshooting. IT expertise was invaluable. 

 

https://omeka.org/


● Selecting, adding and using specific Omeka plugins (CSV Import, Dropbox) to 
advance item batch upload and assign metadata; these plugins were installed 
and discovered based on the recommendations of Dr. Tom Scheinfeldt (deeply 
familiar with Omeka). 

○ The Dropbox plugin worked effectively once the server was accessible; 
items could be batch uploaded to the web instance via the plugin once the 
files were placed on the server. “Dropbox” is the name of the plugin and in 
no way related to cloud storage. 

○ CSV Import proved useful once the team understood the value of the 
metadata spreadsheet and its relationship to the CSV import plugin. The 
plugin was not intuitive to me, an undergraduate researcher. A team 
meeting helped move the project forward from this point. The spreadsheet 
was improved by making the metadata headings match Dublin Core 
metadata for Omeka. This match enables batch upload and assignment 
of metadata to files or “items” uploaded via the Dropbox plugin. 

 
No emphasis was placed on the design of front-facing web instance. Rather, importance 
was placed on item upload (JPG) and metadata (provided by the Archives at the 
University of Connecticut).  
 
Brief mention of Zotero, utility as online bibliography tool. 

● Value of a tagging schema with a research team / shared bibliography 
● Incluseum schema as model 

 
For questions, contact: samantha.mairson@uconn.edu  
 

● Presentation 2: Omeka in Instruction with Student Exhibitions (Suzan Alteri and 
Michelle McClure ) 
 
Library began learning and using Omeka at the request of Faculty. Librarians applied for 
an internal university grant to develop a course to allow undergraduate students to gain 
intensive experience with exhibition design and curatorial work. As a part of the project, 
Students uploaded photographs, news articles, oral testimonies, and related metadata. 
Students also made their own media (GIFs, charts, data visualizations) to better 
contextualize and display certain materials such as pop-up books. 
 
Different students each had their own exhibits, and analyzed materials at different levels. 
Those who took on more advanced topics and materials paid attention to paratexts, and 
relied on heavier librarian expertise. 
 
Librarian takeaways: 1.) learned that with student-driven projects, being an expert in the 
technology is pretty necessary, because you are usually the only direct  “tech support.” 
2.) There are some limitations with Omeka - students without experience in similar 
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technologies, things that seem intuitive may be less clear to them. 3.) Were able to work 
more closely with each other as librarians & built team-member skills! 
 
For questions, email Suzan or Michelle: salteri@ufl.edu and michelleelneil@ufl.edu  
 

● Presentation 3: VIsualizing Collection Data (Kelli Hansen) 
 

Problem: instructors at University of Missouri said they were not interested in using the 
library catalog to identify or find special collections materials. So, what’s another way to 
get them to explore? 
 
Solution: Hansen created a visualization to communicate the offerings of the library as 
an introduction to it (not as a stand in for the catalog, but a way to get them more 
interested in digging further). 
 
Created lists and exported the item records from bibliographic records, and sent them to 
a digital tool called Tableau. Fields exported from the bib records included: title, author, 
etc. Opened into a CSV and created an Excel macro to help break data into accurate 
rows. (her Excel macro is here: http://wp.me/p4Zgjb-) 
 
Why Tableau? Best software she could find that was free & had that functionality. Data 
that came out of Tableau can be seen here. She also used Voyant Tools to create a 
word cloud of the subjects from various titles in the collections to get an idea of which 
topics are most represented by U. Missouri’s special collections.  
 
For questions, email Kelli: hansenkb@missouri.edu  
 

● Presentation 4: Early American Cookbooks (Gioia Stevens) 
 

There are a variety of Early American Cookbooks not available elsewhere, each 
published between 1880-1920. So, Stevens created a digital corpus of these cookbooks 
on Hathi Trust, which spans 1450 of these cookbooks. They can all be searched by title, 
as a collection, and are available full text. 
 
There is a companion website available on Wordpress. Included herein are data 
visualizations, topic modeling of regions where particular types of cookbooks come from, 
word clouds, timelines, guides on how to search full text. 

 
Among the types of analysis that allowed these visualizations on the site, various 
processes and tools were required: 

● Metadata Analysis -  on old catalog data, working with legacy MARC data 
(sometimes card catalog cards). She used MarcEdit and  OpenRefine to clean-up 
data, and imported the end result as a spreadsheet into Tableau to create data 
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visualizations, including some mapping (collocating places of publication for the 
collection onto a US map). 

● Text Analysis - used Meandre Topic Modeling tool to look at corpus of words, 
and ran this program on that set of words to form higher-level topics that best 
represent the collection. 

 
Contact Gioia: gioia.stevens@nyu.edu  

 
● Presentation 5: Greetings from Houghton Library, Wish you were Here! (Emilie 

Hardman) 
 

Harvard has a student fellows program, and Hardman worked with Ph.D. student 
interested in the studies of Willard Van Orman Quine (1908-2000), a philosopher. 
Student was interested in how notes from the pages of his works were moved into digital 
spaces.  
 
Project became a digital humanities (DH) project. Hardman first thought of the Text 
Encoding Initiative (TEI) as an option to encode the notes of this philosopher, but the 
student was very unfamiliar. So, they turned to an open-source tool called Versioning 
Machine (VM). 
 
Did a quick TEI training, which required knowing “parallel encoding” in TEI, in order to 
compare portions of the same text that had been changed/edited. Hardman had to step 
up her TEI knowledge, and stay a few steps ahead of the student. Also recommends 
understanding technologies, or having help with them, before using them for instruction 
or student-driven projects. 
 
Hardman and student were able to customize their instance of the tool, by using colors 
and other visual mark up to indicate types of edits (e.g. new additions are in green, 
crossed out text is in red with strikethrough, etc.). 
 
Emilie’s contact: ehardman@fas.harvard.edu  
 

Discussion and Questions: 
 
Q: How did you go about actually learning these tools before leading others in learning them? 
Do you have any advice on how to make this scale  to other peers in your libraries? 
 
A: 

● Alteri (University of Florida): we got lucky - had grant support internally to learn the tools 
and get some support from other resources on campus community. But it is a lot of 
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teaching yourself upfront. And you become the “local expert” - so scaling can be hard if it 
isn’t your job description.  

● Hardman (Harvard) Important to document where there are gaps in your capability as a 
mentor or instructor. Make sure to report those up and try to identify better resources for 
next time. 

● Hansen - as you come up with questions about what the tool can do, ask/google/look 
into the capabilities of those tools to maybe see 

● Other - look to people who are interested and want to help - kind of important for new 
tools and DH projects 

● Other - benefit to tools is their accessibility, but hard to do on your own. Group projects 
and team settings to learn tools can be easier. Share the load. Having catalogers, 
instructors, and IT people help to spread knowledge and make them easier to pick up 
on. 

 
Comment: It seems that the integrity of the data can dictate the outcome and needs of a project. 
Using tools to analyze materials that have metadata tied in different databases can pose serious 
challenges. How can we think about that ahead of time? How much does data integrity make an 
impact? 
 
Comment: taking on tools within the library leads to expectation that help will be available for 
that tool campus-wide. Sometimes it’s hard to handle because resources have to be made 
available for server space, hosting, etc. 
 

● Response Comment: there is a service called Reclaim Hosting that Michigan State 
University is starting to use to make sure everyone can have their own individual hosting 
at the university, taking some of the burden away from the university. 
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