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M
any factors are influencing the future of 
academic library collections. Foremost 
among these are the ways in which 
networked information and digital 

technologies impact methods of teaching, learning, and 
research and how new knowledge is conceived, realized, 
and disseminated. Changing forms of scholarly produc-
tion and communication are redefining not just library 
collections, but also library spaces and services. In re-
sponse, many libraries are evolving from places primarily 
for the warehousing and consumption of knowledge to 
physical and virtual spaces for experimentation, produc-
tion, and processing of both new and “old” knowledge. 
 The articles in this newsletter explore these issues 
from a variety of perspectives. The common theme 
throughout these pieces is that while access to library 
collections remains an essential part of all scholarship, 
the definition of “library collections” is highly nuanced in 
today’s changing landscape. Academic library collections 
have never been defined by a single format or found in a 
single location, nor were they designed for a single use or 
single type of user. Indeed, since their inception, libraries 
have been home to a diverse array of material types, in-
cluding manuscripts, printed books, images, sound, jour-
nals, postage stamps, artwork, and numeric data. More 
recently, however, libraries have added selective archives 
of born-digital content to their diverse physical holdings, 
including complex, media-rich forms of scholarship and 
teaching materials, data files, and websites. At the same 
time, improved description and mass digitization of older, 
tangible collections have made these resources more 
widely accessible, and they are discovered anew (often 
with great surprise and delight) by users near and far. 
 Borrowing items from other institutions through 
interlibrary loan has long been a means for libraries to 
leverage the broader collective collection to serve user 
needs. Digital access to scholarly content has stretched 

the boundaries of libraries’ collections even further and 
blurred the distinctions between local holdings in ways 
never imagined. Current widespread budget restraints 
often cause some libraries to substitute borrowing for 
buying or subscribing to content they know will be 
needed by their students and faculty. The expansion 
of regional and national shared print and digital reposito-
ries also has led libraries to reconsider their long-term 
retention of print materials commonly available 
elsewhere in print or online. Regardless of what or where 
a collection is, discoverability and the evolving methods 
of delivery are creating an undeniable transition from 

“the library collection” to a boundless global collection. 
 Similarly, library users are no longer limited to 
members of the traditional, on-campus communities 
of students and faculty; they may also include online 
learners, joint degree program participants, or other af-
filiates with ties to university programs or people. As the 
range of users changes, so, too, do their expectations. No 
longer satisfied with on-site, start-to-finish reading, users 
expect the ability to search, scan, and integrate selected 
portions of any type of content into their own work at 
any time, from any place, in any way, and on any device. 
 This inevitable, ongoing transformation of 
library collections brings both benefits and occasional 
frustrations to members of the Brown community. The 
University Library is committed to remaining, foremost, 
an intellectual center shaped by the needs of Brown 
students and faculty who rely on its collections, services, 
and spaces. As always, the Library’s overarching goals 
are to connect Brown users with the full range of content 
that meets their academic needs, to enable them to 
interact with content in ways that best suit their purposes, 
to engage with them in the creation, dissemination, 
and preservation of Brown’s scholarly output, and to 
promote access to collections wherever they may be. 
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A

s part of Brown’s long commitment to teaching 
and developing scholarship on Brazil, the 
Brown University Library has expanded its ties 
to that nation with the launching of the Brazil 

Initiative. Under the leadership of James N. Green, Pro-
fessor of History and Brazilian Studies, forty-five faculty 
members from various departments in the humanities, 
sciences, and social sciences have come together to 
transform Brown into the leading educational institution 
for the study of Brazil in the United States. Adding to the 
University’s existing assets — its renowned Department 
of Portuguese and Brazilian Studies and the John Carter 
Brown Library — the Initiative aims to reinforce Brown’s 
existing strength in the study of Brazil and to deepen 
international research collaborations among U.S. and 
Brazilian scholars.
 One of the most critical components of the Brazil 
Initiative is the Library’s Brasiliana Collection. Housed 
at the John Hay and John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Libraries, 

the collection was initially created in 2012 to support 
the curricula of University departments involved in 
the teaching of Portuguese and Brazilian history. It has 
since evolved into an important academic resource 
for campus activities and scholarly research alike. The 
scope of research possibilities offered by the Brasiliana 
Collection was first showcased to the public in an 
exhibition in the John Hay Library’s reading room, held 
in the 2012–2013 academic year, which introduced the 
newly indexed Thomas E. Skidmore Papers and the 
Brasiliana companion website.
 The Thomas E. Skidmore Collection forms the core 
of the Brasiliana collection. Professor Skidmore donated 
his personal library and papers to the Brown University 
Library in 2006. The Skidmore monograph collection 
consists of approximately 6,000 items, mainly in the 
English and Portuguese languages, and documents over 
thirty years of collecting 19th- and 20th-century mate-
rials on Latin America. The materials are now cataloged 

and available for search through the Brasiliana website as 
well as the Library catalog.
 The Brasiliana collection also features a wide 
range of published and manuscript items spanning five 
centuries of Brazilian history. Overseen by Patricia 
Figueroa, Curator of Iberian and Latin American 
collections at Brown, the collection is particularly strong 
in 19th- and 20th-century literature and the dictatorship 
period in Brazil. Among the most noteworthy items 
are travelogues, early literary criticism on Machado 
de Assis, over 500 Brazilian chapbooks (Literatura de 
Cordel), pamphlets from the Positivist Church of Brazil, 
and books on Espiritismo. A full listing of such items is 
available on the Brasiliana website, where scholars will 
also find introductory essays detailing the John Hay 
Library’s holdings pertaining to Brazil.
 The rapid development of what may be one of the 
finest academic collections for Brazilian Studies outside 
of Brazil has been facilitated by the collaborative work 

of librarians, faculty members, undergraduates, and 
graduate students at Brown. The Brasiliana collection 
continues to grow with the arrival of personal papers 
donated by prominent historians of Brazil. Among its 
newest additions is the Green Collection, an assortment 
of books, personal papers, and archival materials 
collected by Professor Green throughout his career. The 
collection is rich in material documenting opposition to 
the military dictatorship in Brazil (1964–1985), including 
the archive of the Committee Against Repression in 
Brazil (Washington D.C., 1971–75), and material from 
U.S. Catholics critical of the regime. Scholars will be glad 
to find in the United States entire runs of alternative 
newspapers, such as the Jornal Lampião, Movimento, 
Em Tempo, and A Opinião, as well as an extensive set of 
articles about the political, economic, and social situation 
in Brazil clipped from Jornal do Brasil and Estado de São 
Paulo between 1971 and 1975.

Preserving History, Promoting Scholarship:
The Example of the Brasiliana Collection
 
 james greeen Professor	of	History

 patricia figueroa Curator,	Iberian	and	Latin	American	collections	
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Below, left to right:  Photograph of Thomas E. Skidmore, 
Thomas E. Skidmore Archives.  john hay library.

A selection of materials from the Literatura de Cordel, Machado 
de Assis, and Espiritismo collections.  john hay library.

Declassified document from 1965. “Opening the Archives: Documenting 
U.S.–Brazil Relations, 1960s–80s.”  brown digital repository.

For further information, see the Brasiliana website at: 
http://library.brown.edu/brasiliana
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I
n special collections, unlike museums, we hold in 

our hands objects made by people who lived long 

ago. We touch objects knowing that they have 

already been touched; their presence in front of us 

on a library desk probably means that the world they were 

made for no longer exists. We look for information, using 

databases and websites, willing them back to life. If we 

succeed in this encounter, the object also touches us.

 Consider fifteen portfolios of large black and white 
photographs from the late nineteenth century. Made for 
sale to travelers on the Grand Tour, they provided con-
firmation of the majesty of the Swiss Alps, the intricacy 
of British ironwork, the splendor of French cathedrals, 
and the spectacle of gypsies in Florence. Oversize 
photographs of reproductive engravings after paintings 
by Raphael and Botticelli round out the collection.
 In 2003, the Church of the Redeemer on Hope 
Street in Providence remodeled its social room, and the 
wooden cabinet that held these photographs had to go, 
along with its contents. Two long slots at the top, meant 
to hold glass lantern slides, flanked a deeper depression 
intended for the lantern itself. At one time, the cabinet 
was fitted with a powerful magnifying glass through 
which viewers could gaze at the images. Narrow shelves 
below held the folios flat, ready to be displayed to 
parishioners, forerunners of the interminable vacation 
slideshows we still know all too well today. 
 The cabinet had arrived from the Benefit Street 
home of Edwin Gorham Angell (1837–1903), owner of 
the prosperous American Screw Company founded by 
his father, William Gorham Angell (1811–70). William, 
famous for single-minded devotion to his firm, neglected 
to include time for sightseeing when he once traveled 
to England, Germany, and France on business. Perhaps 
he began the collection, purchasing a set of ready made 
souvenirs for his family at home, more interested in 
European culture than he was. Donated to the church by 
his son, it dominated the social room for another century.
 William’s uncle, silversmith Jabez Gorham (1792–
1869), had founded Gorham Silver in 1831 (Figure 1). It 

became the mainstay of Providence high-end manufac-
turing and design in precious metals, an anchor of local 
industry nourished by immigrant craftsmen from Europe 
or, later, graduates of the Rhode Island School of Design 
(RISD), founded to teach good design to local weavers 
and jewelers. Gorham closed its doors around the same 
time the Church of the Redeemer cleaned out its social 
room. Its massive archive, containing time cards, costing 
slips, sketches, and meticulously recorded recipes for 
chemical patinas, was acquired by the Brown University 
Library and the RISD Museum, which also owns 
impressive examples of Gorham’s wares. Ornate and 
stylish products like the silver Martelé pitcher of 1906 
testify to the importance of European design in America 
near the turn of the century, as well as to the presence of 
European immigrant silver and goldsmiths who worked 
here. The cost slip for and photograph of this elegant 
object (Figures 2 and 3) offer tangible evidence of a 
once-vibrant manufacturing enterprise and the tastes to 
which it catered.
 Tucked in beside the rare books of Renaissance orna-
ment engravings on the shelf of the little library at the 

Gorham factory was a goldsmith’s scrapbook of 
18th-century Italian drawings in pen, wash, and chalk. 
The sketches in swathes of light and shade coalesced into 
minute floral detail, with just enough information about 
a repeating pattern for a talented goldsmith to produce 
designs that appealed to the Gilded Age elite. 
 Among the sketches in the Gorham archive we also 
find a drawing for a gold altar chalice, to incorporate 
an array of precious stones from a local donor. Once, 
perhaps, the jewels decorated a wrist or a tie-pin, but in 
the drawing we see them liberated from those settings, 
embedded in the foot of the chalice, as yet unmade, for 
the use of a priest to celebrate Mass. Unpacking the 
box in the library, we encounter this drawing along 
with time-cards regulating the craftsman’s day and 
testimony in his own confident script to his precision 
with chemicals and metals. In the transformation of these 
stones from secular to sacred use, we can imagine hands 
offering them from a velvet case, hands picking them up, 
weighing them in a palm, laying them out in a circle to 
discuss their logical order at the foot of the golden cup. A 
relationship between different social worlds is built from 

this transformative transaction and will change the status 
of each in their respective circles. The drawing is a visual 
record of that social alchemy and of the contract between 
two people with different experiences of Europe and 
America. One had come to America from England or 
Italy with a goldsmith’s skills and a suitcase full of books 
and sketches. The other had seen Europe with the aid of a 
Baedeker and expectations gleaned from pictures viewed 
on Sundays, through the mammoth magnifier in Edwin 
Gorham Angell’s cabinet. 
 Objects in special collections suggest to us histories 
as yet unwritten. The unwieldy black folios with their 
pre-made memories of French cathedrals were shipped 
from Europe and carted to an industrialist’s home, from 
there to the Church of the Redeemer, and finally to 
Brown University’s John Hay Library, where they join 
the drawings and photographs of chalices and pitchers, 
cost slips, and time cards. In attending to these things 
that were made, used, discarded, forgotten, and finally, 
still here, we understand a country made by immigrants 
and travel, commerce and opportunity, but also the 
manufacture, viewing, and transfer of pictures.

Figure 2.  Cost slip for Martelé pitcher (1906). 
gorham collection, brown university library.

Figure 3.  Martelé pitcher (1906) photo card. 
gorham collection, brown university library.

Tangible Objects in our Perception of History
 
 
 evelyn lincoln Professor	of	History	of	Art	and	Architecture

For further information on resources mentioned here, see the following links:
• Photographs of European art, architecture, monuments, and scenes (John Hay Library collection), http://josiah.brown.edu/record=b3397037
• Representative Men and Old Families of Rhode Island: Genealogical Records, https://dcms.lds.org/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet?dps_pid=IE920705Figure 1.  Designers and craftsmen working at the Gorham Manufacturing Company (ca. 1900).  

gorham collection, brown university library.
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C
onservation and preservation are essential 
threads woven into the fabric of the library 
and its collections, existing to ensure that 
the legacy of cultural materials and their 

information endures.
 As Library Materials Conservator, my role is to pro-
mote the long term preservation of the Brown University 
Library’s collections through preventive conservation. 
Beyond repair and other physical treatments, this um-
brella term means that my work covers areas such as the 
building environment, object handling, exhibition, storage, 
research, and education. For example, temperature and 
relative humidity (rH) influence the overall health of 
library collections, as all skins, fibers, adhesives, and inks 
suffer in fluctuating conditions that are too hot, cold, wet, 
or dry. Dehydrated supports weaken and crumble, while 
too much moisture encourages mold growth; both circum-
stances may lead to decay and loss. Stable environments 
monitored at 65° F and 45% rH are optimum for long term 
preservation, but they aren’t necessarily comfortable for 
library users. Achieving a balance between collection 
health and user comfort, whether it be the library’s air 
temperature or the patron’s ability to turn the pages of a 
book, is the fundamental challenge in this field.
 Located in the John Hay Library, the University 
Library’s conservation lab mixes historical tools such as 
19th century cast iron book presses and board shears with 
21st century conveniences and innovations like variable 
speed control HEPA vacuum cleaners and a deionized 
water filtration system. This amalgam of old and new 
allows for everything from relatively easy 30-minute 
repairs to 100+ hour intensive, single-item treatments, 
to book trucks full of materials to be evaluated for 
enclosures made in batch. Library conservation is a field 
that has its roots in an artisan culture, where traditional 
crafts such as bookbinding, papermaking, calligraphy, 
and printing combine with the study of information 
gathering, recording, and dissemination, and a scientific 
approach to preserve the life of these materials. 
 Both the Conservation department in the John 

Hay Library and the Preservation department in the 
Rockefeller Library subscribe to the same ethical 
principles that govern this work. Circulating general 
collections and non-circulating special collections do, 
however, require different approaches and considerations. 
At Brown we define special collections as not only single 
subject-oriented curated materials; we also include unique 
manuscripts, special printed editions, historical, rare, and 
valuable materials. The significance of these materials 

underscores the need for extra care and security. Patrons 
request these items from closed stacks and access their 
information in a secure, monitored environment within 
the library. In the reading room, books are given special 
cradle supports so they aren’t strained, food and drink are 
not permitted, pencils only may be used for written notes, 
and permission must be granted for creating any kind of 
reproduction, including digital images.
 General collection materials from open stacks 

undergo far more rigorous handling during their circu-
lation and any repairs or reinforcements reflect a level of 
unpredictability in their use. Choices in adhesives, papers, 
boards, and structure are always made with an item’s cre-
ation date, format, construction, and use in mind. Specific 
materials are known and used by the conservation and 
preservation communities in their repair and enclosure 
work. In particular, paper and boards are formulated to 
offset and, at the very least, decelerate common degrada-
tion issues like paper acidity.
 In the special collections lab, conservation requires 
many levels of examination and documentation. As any 
purposeful alteration of a cultural object adds a new 
layer of history to its existence, hands-on conservation 
treatment is a great responsibility. With the best intentions 
and the utmost care in mind, conservators are trained to 
make the most informed and least risky recommendation 
for treatment of an object and discuss all aspects of the 
proposed work with the associated curator. Depending 
on their physical state and intended use, some objects call 
for more aggressive actions than others, and the pros and 
cons are weighed before moving forward. Any materials 
that may be disbound or treated with chemicals undergo 
extensive testing to safeguard against any surprise reac-
tions. Every step is documented visually and in writing 
and prepared as a report once the treatment is completed. 
Due to limited time and resources, some testing and 
treatments are outsourced to keep up with the immense 
demand for conservation work.
 Today’s library conservation and preservation efforts 
are the products of years of experience, analysis, inno-
vations, and communication. National and international 
organizations, conferences, workshops, and publications 
continue to examine past practices, challenge current ones 
from every angle, and push for progress as collections age 
and reveal new issues. Active work by the Brown Univer-
sity Library’s Preservation and Conservation departments 
is vital to the durability of its physical book collection, 
as these materials are given great consideration in their 
dedicated care.

Protecting the Past: Conserving and Preserving Collections
 
 
 rachel lapkin Library	Materials	Conservator

Below, clockwise from top left:  During treatment, paper mends of 
Japanese tissue applied with wheat starch paste dry under weights.

After treatment, a book sits in its custom made drop spine box.

After treatment, fragile watercolors receive custom mat and housing.

During treatment, sewing supports are reinforced with 
unbleached linen fibers, linen combed spine lining fed 
underneath lifted cover leather, handmade paper spine linings 
trimmed to fit and applied between sewing supports.
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R
ecent sweeping changes in the delivery 
of scholarly information have intensified 
decades-long discussions about academic 
library collections, conveying new urgency 

to many old questions. In the late 19th century, the 
emergence of the professional librarian, the first 
large, purpose-built libraries, and standardization of 
bibliographic description moved libraries into the 
role of trusted repository of scholarly information. As 
research institutions expanded and scholarly publishing 
boomed, particularly after World War II, academic 
libraries enjoyed a virtual monopoly on the selection, 
description, and preservation of the critical resources 
that were the raw materials for academic research.
 A library’s success was gauged by two factors: 
reducing the number of times a user could not find an 
item and increasing the discovery of materials readers 
did not know existed. Thus, the thinking was the larger 
the collection, the more resources available to be found. 
As collections grew, so did libraries that de-emphasized 
ornate user spaces, focusing instead on maximizing 
storage space for books and journals. The Rockefeller 
Library at Brown, opened in 1964, is a product of that era. 
 Faced with the first serious wave of budget cuts 
on campuses in the 1970s plus widespread inflation in 
scholarly publishing, many university administra-
tors began to see the library differently, no longer 
treating its materials budget as sacrosanct. The era 
of constant expansion gave way to a new period of 
relative austerity that was only one of many challenges 
academic libraries would face in the coming years. 

current trends
The current environment for academic libraries 
is evolving, as clearly evidenced in collecting and 
collections. Older models, like reliance on item-by-item 
acquisition of “just-in-case” print materials, continue 
to some extent, including here at Brown. At the same 
time, bundled electronic resources (e.g., databases, 

e-journals, and e-books) continue to grow both in terms 
of a library’s expenditures and in user popularity.
 Library budgets are increasingly difficult to defend 
to administrators who may see high expenditures, 
decreasing use of print collections, and seemingly 
diminished relevance in an era of networked information 
as good reasons to reduce library funding in favor of 
other initiatives. Continuing high costs of materials 
will only exacerbate these challenges. Likewise, campus 
space pressures are endangering the large footprints 
of most research libraries. Smaller “bookless” library 
spaces are emerging, especially in the life sciences.
 Resource sharing (e.g., interlibrary loan) has long 
played an important role, but more institutions are 
relying on it to fill gaps. Borrowing programs such as 
InRhode (HELIN) and Borrow Direct (Ivies Plus) have 
reduced turnaround time and allowed Brown and its 
partner libraries to meet demand for popular items 
without duplicating materials in their own collections. 

These programs strive to coordinate purchasing in some 
subject areas to create a cross-institutional collection 
that is broader and deeper than any single collection. 
But there are risks to such an approach. If a participant 
drops out, it may be impossible for others to pick up the 
slack. The sharing of non-book resources (e.g., music, 
video) is also becoming more limited as libraries move 
to services that bypass traditional “owned” physical 
media for cloud-based leasing or streaming services.
 Digitizing legacy print materials has become 
a priority in many institutions. Initiatives like the 
Hathi Trust, Open Content Alliance, and Google 
Books promise access to collections of public domain 
and “orphaned” in-copyright works. Whether the 
legal and financial challenges facing these initiatives 
can be resolved remains an open question.

future directions
What and how the library collects will continue to be 
the subject of much discussion and debate. At Brown, 
traditional collection development efforts will be 
reserved for those areas that have high importance to 
our curriculum and research needs. The likelihood 
that significant amounts of scholarly content will be 
available for purchase or lease in large packages with a 
very limited degree of customized selection will be high. 
Journals may move into new models altogether, such as 
“pay per view,” which would supplant traditional notions 

of ownership. E-books could follow similar patterns. 
 The notion of collection will evolve well beyond 
traditional peer-reviewed publications to the “raw 
materials” of scholarship: data sets, image and sound 
files, and other unique materials. Digitization of 
materials in the University’s archives and special 
collections will also become a routine component 
of collection building and management. 
 Initiatives like Google Books will make local 
retention of large-scale physical collections less 
important for scholarly work. Purchasing or sub-
scribing to digital collections will enable libraries like 
Brown’s to have easy access to the digital versions of 
print items. The physical footprint devoted to print 
collections will continue to shrink as more items 
are stored off-site or held in repositories shared with 
other institutions. Over the next five years, the off-site 
Library Collections Annex (pictured above) is likely 
to hold the majority of Brown’s printed items.
 Whatever the future actually holds, the Library 
will remain as flexible as possible in its collection 
management practices, recognizing the diverse 
needs of different disciplines. We will explore ways 
to engage faculty and students in an ongoing 
dialogue about collections, resources, and spaces. 
Our mission — to support teaching, learning, and 
research at Brown — will remain unchanged even 
as our collections become very different indeed.

Collection Building and Management: Past, Present, Future
 
 
 david banush Associate	University	Librarian	for	Access	Services	

	 	 and	Collection	Management
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Figure 2. Fig. 4.

T
raditionally, access to special collections ma-
terials in libraries has been extremely limited. 
The rarity and often fragile condition of such 
items has led to many measures intended to 

protect these unique resources from damage or theft. 
While such restrictions are understandable, they have re-
grettable consequences. Users are typically not permitted 
to handle these materials; their use in classes is often se-
verely restricted; and researchers who do get to use them 
may do so only under prescribed circumstances. Fortu-
nately, digitization projects undertaken at many libraries 
have enabled widespread access to rare materials, even 
if restricted access to the original items may still exist.
 For more than a decade, the Brown University 
Library has recognized the importance of having many of 
its collections accessible online and has been strategically 
digitizing items that will be used for scholarly purposes. 
In the past, a user would have to visit the library in 
person to see an item up close and in detail. Even a 
photograph of the object could not provide the level 
of detail available online today with high-resolution 
digital images. Through the Brown University Library’s 
website, students, faculty, staff, and researchers are able 

to view materials, zoom in on 
them, listen to audio, view video, 
or read transcripts online. These digitized images offer 
users the ability to experience entire collections, items 
within the collection, and minute features of the items.
 This digitization work is performed by Digital 
Production Services (DPS), a group within the Library’s 
Digital Technologies division. DPS is responsible for 
digitization of materials in support of scholarship, 
research, and teaching. The staff of DPS consists of a 
manager, two professional photographers, and a digital 
production specialist who coordinates the work of 
students. Unlike at many other universities, Brown’s DPS 
group has focused on digitizing materials specifically for 
instructional support rather than looking for external 
grant funding to perform large-scale digitization efforts. 
 Flat materials (e.g., prints, posters, sheet music) 
from Special Collections are by far the most commonly 
digitized objects, but three-dimensional objects are 
also captured by the full-time staff. The majority 
of scanning has been done on high quality flatbed 
scanners. Projects such as the African American Sheet 
Music Digital Collection, for example, were handled 

in a straightforward manner: staff placed the item on 
the scanner, scanned it, and saved the resulting image. 
This illustrated cover of a piece of sheet music (Figure 1) 
was digitized at high resolution (600 dpi), allowing the 
viewer to see it in great detail with zooming capability.
 Students performed much of the scanning for 
these projects. Hired for their familiarity with Adobe 
Photoshop and their desire to work with rare objects, their 
efforts helped the process move quickly and smoothly.
 As the digitization work evolved, DPS faced the 
challenge of handling larger materials that would not 
fit on the flatbed scanners. Items such as maps, large 
prints, and posters could be placed on platforms with a 
digital camera mounted on an adjustable post, allowing 
the entire item to be photographed in one shot.
 Book cradles also provide a non-destructive way 
to digitize rare books with tight bindings, such as the 
Biblicum memoiriale emblematicum, a small, handwritten 
Bible. As Figure 2 shows, the Bible is being supported with 
a variety of pieces of foam, covered with gray fabric. To 
keep the pages open far enough to photograph, trans-
parent thread has been placed across each page then taped 
to a pencil, which in turn has been inserted through a clip.
 Size is not the only aspect that can make an object 
challenging to photograph for digitization. While working 
on the Theater that Was Rome project, staff encountered 
many fragile books with large, folded pages. These 
required extra care not only to photograph the items accu-
rately, but also to not damage the items. In the December 
13, 2013 posting on Curio, the DPS blog, photographer 
Lindsay Elgin’s post, “How do you solve a problem like a 
foldout?” describes the concerns associated with a book 
being photographed for the Rome project: size, condition 
of the book and its pages, and characteristics of its leaves 
(plates, text, foldouts, or pages that have been glued 
in). She writes, “…[W]e have books that hit the chal-
lenging-to-shoot trifecta: they are oversized, have some 
element of fragility to them, and the plates involve spreads 

or foldouts that require even more supports and careful 
handling (and a sharp eye on even lighting and focus).” 
Here we see a series of images documenting the process 
for photographing one of the folded pages (Figure 3).
 Three-dimensional objects pose different challenges. 
A bottle of wine which was part of the S. J. Perelman 
papers was discovered to be leaking. In the interest 
of preserving the bottle and its label, the Library’s 
materials conservator, Rachel Lapkin, decided the 
bottle should be emptied and the entire process should 
be documented. Lindsay Elgin described this process 
in her two-part blog post, “No tannins at all, and very 
little fruit,” including the difficulties of photographing 
glass to capture its reflective qualities. In order to 
capture the details of the handwritten label, Lindsay 
took pictures of the bottle from different viewpoints 
and combined the images into one view (Figure 4).
 While working with such unique objects presents 
many difficult challenges, the creativity of DPS staff and 
their ability to work with (and sometimes around) both 
artifacts and technology have opened up whole new 
audiences for Brown’s outstanding special collections.

For more information about Brown’s digitized collections, see the 
Center for Digital Scholarship’s website, 
http://library.brown.edu/cds/projects/ 

The Digital Production Services blog, Curio, highlights many interesting 
items and challenges faced in working with a variety of objects, 
http://library.brown.edu/dps/curio/ 

Other images are available through the Brown Digital Repository, 
https://repository.library.brown.edu, or from the links below:

• African American Sheet Music: 
http://library.brown.edu/cds/sheetmusic/afam/

• Ann S. K. Brown Military Collection: 
http://library.brown.edu/cds/askb/

• The Theater that Was Rome: 
http://www.stg.brown.edu:8080/exist/rome/

Moving the Past into the Future:
Digitizing Rare and Special Collections
 
 
 ann caldwell Head,	Imaging	and	

	 	 Metadata	Services
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I
n May 2010, the editors of a then-forthcoming book 
of essays, entitled Hacking the Academy, issued a 
call for submissions. They challenged the scholarly 
community to address questions such as: Can an al-

gorithm edit a journal? Can a library exist without books? 
Can students build and manage their own learning 
management platforms? Can Twitter replace a scholarly 
society? The response was overwhelming. The editors 
received 329 submissions from 177 authors in one week. 
Their provocative questions touched a nerve with both 
scholars and librarians, who submitted pieces with titles 
such as “Reinventing the Academic Journal” (Jo Guldi), 

“The Crisis of Audience and the Open-Access Solution” 
(John Unsworth), “Burn the Boats/Books” (David Parry), 
and “Making Digital Scholarship Count” (Mills Kelly). 
Their message was clear: forms of scholarship in the 21st 
century need to evolve beyond traditional modes in 
which scholars produce books and academic articles that 
often find only a small and highly specialized audience. 
Further, that the reward structures 
in academia likewise must grow 
to accommodate assessment and 
credit for scholarship embodied in 
new, particularly digital, forms.
 Since then, the movement to 
broaden the definition of scholarly 
publishing has inched its way into 
more established communities. The 
Modern Languages Association and 
the American Historical Associa-
tion, among others, have appointed 
staff members to spearhead efforts 
to address new modes of scholarly 
communication. Initiatives such as 
Anvil Academic, which describes 
itself as “…a pioneering, exclusively 
digital scholarly publisher,” have 
begun to emerge in attempts 
to support and promote digital 
scholarship projects that have 

previously languished in obscurity. The Association of 
Research Libraries has recently proposed an initiative 
called SHARE to build a common infrastructure among 
research institutions for disseminating and sharing 
digital research products, while a coalition of publishers 
has proposed a similar idea called CHORUS. 
 What do these developments mean for the Brown 
University Library and its collections? At a fundamental 
level, little has changed. For centuries, the Library has 
acted as a keystone in the cycle of learning and the 
creation of new knowledge by students and faculty. 
Scholarship is compiled, shared, and reinterpreted 
through the aggregation and rereading of ideas, resulting 
in new pools of knowledge with each new generation of 
learners. While this process remains relatively unchanged, 
the mechanisms by which it functions are experiencing 
an upheaval, thanks to a growing cohort of scholars who 
are both practicing and calling for new, digital method-
ologies. While the shift from print to online scholarly 

journals in recent years was a major change for library 
collections, it fundamentally altered little about the ways 
scholars express, communicate, debate, and develop new 
ideas. Now, we are in the early days of a more seismic 
shift in scholarly communication. Technology has 
become sufficiently infused into the culture of scholars in 
all disciplines that it is causing them to experiment with 
new forms of scholarly publications — forms which are 
defined by the technologies that suffuse our daily lives. 
The Brown University Library is changing along with 
Brown’s scholars and is now engaged daily in the effort to 
reinvent scholarly communication.
 The Library has developed a growing set of tools 
and programs to support these new approaches to digital 
scholarship. The Brown Digital Repository (BDR), a 
system for capturing, preserving, and disseminating 
digital materials and scholarly works, is an essential 
component of these efforts. It has been developed to, 
among other things, capture and preserve multimodal 
forms of scholarly work. While writing remains a 
cornerstone of scholarly practice, it is being enhanced, 
and sometimes eclipsed, by scholarly argument and 
expression conveyed through multimedia, software code, 
and algorithms. The BDR offers a powerful toolset for 
working with these materials in ways that treat them as 
enduring artifacts, somewhat reminiscent of libraries’ 
traditional work in housing and providing access to print 
collections. Recent examples of these sorts of works of 
digital scholarship include an archive of digital literary 
arts pieces, an interactive website devoted to the research 
of a digitized panorama on the life of Garibaldi, online 
collections of digital encodings of ancient inscriptions, 
and a visually intensive site for understanding the daily 
life at a medieval monastery. 

 Treating these works as library collections both 
acknowledges their importance to the ongoing, evolving 
scholarly discourse and, using technology, brings them 
into conversation with scholarship in many disciplines. 
As with any collection the Library manages, they require 
curation and cataloging, and the production of the digital 
work requires deep knowledge of information technology, 
programming, data modeling, and visualization. The 
Library has established a group, the Center for Digital 
Scholarship (CDS), to address these needs. CDS staff 
work with faculty and students on the exploration 
and development of these new scholarly works. CDS 
helps to ensure that, as we embark on this new era of 
collection-building, works of digital artists and writers, 
experimental musicians, and digital humanities software 
developers can become part of the corpus of Brown’s 
scholarship and can be made discoverable and usable 
alongside articles, books, maps, and digital objects from 
all disciplines.

For further information on the writings, projects, and services 
mentioned here, see the following sites:

• Hacking the Academy: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.3998/dh.12172434.0001.001

• Association of Research Libraries’ SHARE project: 
http://www.arl.org/focus-areas/
shared-access-research-ecosystem-share/

• CHORUS: 
http://chorusaccess.org/

• Digital Arts Showcase: 
https://repository.library.brown.edu/studio/discover/553/

• Garibaldi Panorama: 
http://library.brown.edu/cds/garibaldi/

• U.S. Epigraphy Project: 
http://usepigraphy.brown.edu/projects/usep/collections/

• Inscriptions of Israel/Palestine: 
http://cds.library.brown.edu/projects/Inscriptions/

• Saint-Jean-des-Vignes: Archaeology, Architecture, and History of an 
Augustinian Monastery: 
http://monarch.brown.edu/

• Brown University Library Center for Digital Scholarship: 
http://library.brown.edu/cds/

Enabling New Forms of Scholarly Publication
 
 
 andy ashton Associate	University	Librarian	for	Digital	Technologies

Shawn Greenlee presenting in the Patrick Ma Digital Scholarship Lab, John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Library (May 2013). 

Calendar visualization from the project Saint-Jean-des-Vignes: 
Archaeology, Architecture, and History of an Augustinian Monastery. 
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For further information on the collections mentioned here, 
see the following sites: 

• Hurricane Katrina Archive: 
https://repository.library.brown.edu/studio/collections/id_568/ 

• Mashapaug Pond: 
https://repository.library.brown.edu/studio/collections/id_617/

I
n the last two decades, “born digital” data — items 
that have been created and stored only by electronic 
means — have grown exponentially. Emails, 
websites, digital video, music, and photographs 

pile up on our personal computers. Academic research is 
changing as scholars adopt, and at the same time, study, 
these new ways of exploring and recording our world. 
This change has also altered the role of academic libraries 
and librarians. Libraries are digitizing their collections, 
acquiring born-digital material, and working with 
researchers who use and create the digital data, which 
must be selected, preserved, and cataloged just like print 
articles or books. 
 To meet this challenge, libraries around the world 
are investing in digital preservation and data curation. 
Digital preservation aims to make digital assets available 
for years to come and requires detailed knowledge of 
file formats, format migrations, and, when necessary, 
emulating older software environments. Data curation 
moves beyond preservation to ensure that the data can 
be understood and reused in future research. Much of 
this can be accomplished by following best practices: 
giving data files rational names and organizing them in a 
meaningful way, saving the files in a standard format, and 
providing contextual information, also called metadata, 
that describes the data, its origin, and internal structure. 
Finally, the digital resources have to be stored in a digital 
repository, which will allow them to be discovered 
and, if permissible, viewed, downloaded, and re-used. 
Depending on the data, this can be a straightforward 
process or a major research endeavor in itself.
 The Brown University Library is now providing 
data curation and preservation services to the Brown 
community. Library staff at the Center for Digital Schol-
arship (CDS) consult on metadata, facilitate high-quality 
digitization, and help write the data management plans 
now required by many grant-funding agencies. They 
coordinate their efforts with staff who run the Brown 
Digital Repository (BDR), which holds the born-digital 

and digitized research output of the University along 
with an array of other University assets. The Library also 
partners with other groups on campus, including Com-
puting and Information Services, the central provider 
of most information technology support at Brown, and 
the Center for Computation and Visualization, Brown’s 
high performance computing center. We also work with 
interdisciplinary research centers like the Population 
Studies and Training Center, Spatial Structures in the 
Social Sciences (S4), and EARTH Lab.
 Here are some of the exciting collections CDS has 
curated this past year:

hurricane katrina archive
John Logan, Professor of Sociology and Director of S4, is 
studying the impact of hurricanes on the Gulf Coast. As 
part of his research into Hurricane Katrina, he collected 
geospatial information along with documents that 
record the hurricane’s effect on New Orleans, including 
fliers, community newspapers, and other ephemera. He 
brought this collection to CDS, and we helped him iden-
tify key attributes. He then added metadata to identify 
organizations, wards, and other salient features to the 
documents. The collection is now in the BDR where it 
can be browsed using the metadata. 

mashapaug pond
Anne Valk, Professor of American Studies and Deputy 
Director of the John Nicholas Brown Center for Public 
Humanities and Cultural Heritage, researches the Masha-
paug Pond neighborhood in Providence as part of her 
oral history instruction. Each year her students gather 
new oral histories and create a community-facing project 
that uses these materials. All of the audio files, transcripts, 
and photographs from these interviews that have been 
collected, along with selected paper and multimedia 
projects, have been deposited in the BDR. Current and 
future classes will add new oral histories as well as build 
on the earlier work. 

the u.s. senate election database, 1871–1913

Wendy Schiller, Associate Professor of Political Science, 
received funding from the National Science Foundation 
to collect state voting records and is now working with 
the Library to store the page images in the BDR. These 
records form the dataset for her own research and will 
also be a crucial resource for scholars interested in the 
political history of the United States. Once the data is in 
the BDR, CDS staff will work with Professor Schiller to 
create a series of data visualizations to show trends in 
American political representation and election results.

 These projects represent only a sample of the digital 
collections we are curating at the Brown University 
Library, but it is easy to see how this data can be reused 
and combined in the future. For example, students 
researching pollution in Mashapaug Pond could visit 
the Election Database to learn who the elected officials 
were when the Gorham silver processing plant was built 
to explore any possible connections between the factory, 
the watershed, and those in power at the time. Readers 
interested in pursuing their own possible leads may visit 
the BDR and investigate for themselves.

Data Curation at the Brown University Library
 
 
 jean bauer Digital	Humanities	Librarian

 bruce boucek Social	Sciences	Data	Librarian

 elli mylonas Senior	Digital	Humanities	Librarian

From kickoff event to celebrate opening of Mashapaug’s Neighbors audio tour, May 4, 2013.  
mashapaug pond collection.
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Melissa Dembski-Sullivan ’16

B
rown students use the Library’s collections 

in a variety of ways, including ways that 

librarians may not always anticipate. A 

group with whom we spoke recently — three 

undergraduates and two graduate students — gave us 

several typical examples of how students use library 

collections. Their approaches, while diverse, nevertheless 

follow closely the collective experience Brown’s subject 

librarians have had in working with students.

 Librarians regularly gather input from students 
as part of our efforts to understand student needs and 
improve library collections and services, but these recent 
stories were particularly instructive. Both the under-
graduates and graduate students who were interviewed 
addressed two common themes: traditional print books 
versus electronic books and how they discover library 
resources. Overall, there were interesting and revealing 
differences in the ways each group described their 
experiences. The undergraduates focused less on the 
material itself and more on the processes of finding and 
using materials in the collections, occasionally expressing 
frustration or anxiety when working with unstable or 
copyright protected digital materials. By contrast, the 
graduate students showed less unease over process, 
demonstrating greater success using both old and new 
techniques to discover different types of resources.
 
e-books vs. print
Both undergraduate and graduate students had a lot to 
say about e-books and PDF articles. Because undergrad-
uates are often confronted with the requirement to use 
e-books, either through course work that has assigned 
the use of PDFs or electronic textbooks, they had some 
particularly pointed comments. Sophie Van Horne ’14, 
concentrating in Classics, Anthropology, and Biology, 
explains that while she likes the accessibility of e-books, 
she finds that because of the way they are delivered, 
which varies widely by vendor and publisher, they are 
often awkward to print and download: “I am using an 
e-book for one of my classes this semester because our 

option was to buy [a print copy] or use 
the library’s e-book version. I am using 
the e-book version mostly because 
now I’m in my senior year and I don’t 
want more books in my house.…[I]t’s 
a challenge to move, and I also don’t 
want to pay for [textbooks].…I really 
like that it’s online so I can access 
it from my home. I don’t like that I 
can’t save it in any way, and I can’t 
highlight within the text because that 
requires an extra log-in that I don’t 
have.” Similarly, Andrea Wister ’14, 
a Psychology concentrator, notes 
that she dislikes how e-books are 
awkward to print and download, also 
adding that it can be difficult to orient oneself in the 
text. Melissa Dembski-Sullivan ’16, a Middle East Studies 
concentrator, points out the inconsistency of e-books: “I 
haven’t had to use an e-book for class, but when I’ve read 
online I’ve been able to highlight e-books effectively as 
opposed to other [PDF] texts where it’s just [an image 
of a text and it highlights the whole image]. If I’m going 
to use something online I wouldn’t want it to do that.” 
 The graduate students tended to have a more 
specific interest in what was actually available in print 
or electronic collections. Also, it was clearer among the 
graduate students that discipline plays a large role in 
the attitude toward and the use of the electronic library 
collections. Rahul Banerjee, a third year medical student, 
gladly admits that he reads mostly using electronic 
texts, largely because, to him, printing out the text takes 
longer, and printed text is simply more to carry. On the 
other hand, Scott DiGiulio, a Ph.D. student in Classics, is 
most definitely a book person: “I’m a bibliophilic, tactile 
person who likes the feel of books.…My dissertation is 
both a literary study and one trying to engage with the 
materiality of the book, trying to come to terms with 
the history of the book itself [John Hay Library’s copy 
of the 1477 Venetian edition of Attic Nights] and how 

we interact with books.” But Scott also uses e-books 
for quick reference, for example, to get a citation of 
something only vaguely remembered. Mostly he uses 
Google Books but also relies on the collection of e-books 
offered by the Library through the vendor ebrary. He is 
a regular user of JSTOR and Project MUSE (suppliers 
of electronic journal content) and ARTstor (a database 
of images of works of art). Like Rahul, he appreciates 
the ability to be able to download PDF versions of 
e-books: “I love the Cambridge and Oxford e-book 
platforms because they let you have PDFs of chapters.”

discovery
In the age of Google, discovering general resources 
on many topics has become relatively easy and 
painless. But getting to the more specialized and trusted, 
peer-reviewed academic resources the Library buys 
or licenses for the Brown community is not quite so 
simple. Sophie loves that it is possible to get journal 
articles from the Library website search box (library.
brown.edu): “It’s amazing and fantastic…so much 
better than Josiah [the standard library online catalog],” 
but she experiences some frustration when the results 
do not generate full text. She starts with PubMed, a 

database service of the National Library of Medicine, 
when searching for science citations. Andrea starts 
either with Google Scholar or PubMed but also likes 
the lists the Library supplies of databases by discipline. 
She also points to the “FindIt@Brown” link available 
in Google Scholar, a feature she finds helpful. 
 Graduate students often are more sophisticated 
in their ability to find things, but they still appreciate 
conveniences and time-saving tools. Rahul cites one 
such tool especially useful among the medical students: 
BrowZine. Initially developed for the iPad (and now also 
available for Android tablets), BrowZine allows one to 
browse, download, and save PDFs from e-journals to 
which the Library subscribes (thirdiron.com/browzine). 
For journal articles, Rahul finds that BrowZine has been 
a great solution, lending a “Kindle feel” to journals. 
He wants to be able to save that PDF article to his 
hard drive and then share it with fellow students or 
even faculty. While Scott uses many of the Library’s 
e-resources, he is also a browser of the stacks. “I generally 
go looking for a book and come back with six or seven,” 
suggesting that physical browsing, even in this era of 
increasing electronic content and dispersed physical 
collections, can still be productive and rewarding.

Andrea Wister ’14 Rahul Banerjee  Medical School Scott DiGiulio  Ph.D. student in ClassicsSophie Van Horne ’14

Where, When, and How: Students Using Library Collections
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