
Joseph Koivisto 

LSC555 

Research Paper 

2 April 2014 

 

Special Collections and Digital Library Interfaces: An Overview of Available Application 

Platforms and Implementation Documentation 

 As digital library platforms become an increasingly ubiquitous element of collecting 

organizations, it is unsurprising to see the inclusion of special collections in the migration 

towards digitization and access through digital channels. The use of digital library applications 

meets several sought-after goals of the special collections world – including preservation of 

materials in a persistent format and increasing accessibility to rare objects while decreasing 

physical damage due to handling and transportation – while ensuring the ongoing relevance of 

frequently underserved collections. Even though implementing special collections departments 

may become overexcited by the prospects of renewed access and interest to their holdings, they 

must remain conscious of the more conventional concerns associated with technological 

implementation such as system functionality, end user acceptance, and value-added features. In 

this report, I will identify characteristics of special collections that signify the importance of 

taking a specialized approach when considering digital library applications for adoption and 

implementation. Next, a review of existing reports on digital library applications and specific 

collection implementations will highlight several available platforms and their functionality as it 

specifically relates to special collections implementations. Finally, a comparative analysis of the 

applicable platforms will provide useful insight for adopting institutions who plan to create 

digital libraries of special collections in the near future. 
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Application Platforms & the Problem of Special Collections 

 The selection of digital library application platforms for digitized special collections 

holdings brings in several matters of consideration, including the nature of the materials 

themselves and ability to properly serve these materials through system functionality. Special 

collections – defined by the Association of Research Libraries (2003) as including collections of 

manuscripts, printed books, photographs, moving pictures, architectural drawings, and digital 

archives – serve as a host to a wide range of materials that, although representative of material 

formats familiar to the library field, do not necessarily fit within the application framework of all 

digital library platforms currently available. Reese & Banerjee (2008) observe that even the most 

popular digital library platforms – DSpace and CONTENTdm as of their publication – are not 

optimal for specialized library services (64). Additionally, despite attempts to modify their 

systems to provide additional functionality such as OCR and full-text indexing, these platforms 

remain “heavily influenced” by their foundational aims (66), indicating that their approach is 

more deferential to their system requirements than the needs of the collection and its users. 

 What is it then that makes special collections, from a digital library application 

perspective, special? It is precisely their format – the physical instantiation of the rare or special 

object – that renders them so complex for inclusion in a digital form. While the content of certain 

rare items can be encoded using such standards as TEI, their qualities as physical objects are 

where the true value is held. Comeaux (2008) succinctly states that “a visual image [i.e. digital 

surrogate for a special collections object] conveys meaning through various attributes, like color, 

shape, and texture” (462), highlighting the important distinction between object content and 

object instantiation as the means by which value is conveyed. In this regard, one of the primary 
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needs of any digital repository platform for special collections materials is the ability to facilitate 

end user engagement with visual materials via high-quality dissemination files. 

 The use of special collections objects, however, is not limited to the mere access of 

digital surrogates. Rather, it is the contextual scholarly information that is attached to the 

surrogates via metadata records that facilitates proper understanding and reuse of the object. For 

special collections objects, metadata records do more than just convey information about 

applicable subjects and dates: they provide complex information on object qualities, ownership, 

and provenance. To highlight the complexity of metadata activities for special collections 

objects, Torre (2007) – in a review of metadata practices for medieval manuscripts – observes 

that metadata can include complex data on illuminations, codicological elements, and 

paleographic description. In addition to complex data related to unique objects, Kowal & 

Rhatigan (2010) note that metadata records provide the additional benefit of communicating 

rights management data, a particularly important issue for special collections objects (61). These 

case studies illustrate the importance of having an application platform that can support the 

metadata needs of a special collections repository when selecting a system for implementation. 

 Beyond the object-specific requirements of a special collections digital repository, other 

considerations regarding the state of digital library application platforms hold considerable 

impacts for selection and implementation activities. While implementing institutions may desire 

a larger body of applications to select from, Kinner & Rigda (2009) indicate that the landscape of 

library platform vendors has drastically reduced, consolidating available options within the hands 

of a few possible vendors (405). As a solution to this complicating factor, institutions may feel 

that open source software may provide an alternate solution to vendor-supplied platforms. 

However, Monson (2011) cautions against this approach, stating: 
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Open source software, while free of upfront fees, comes with its own set of behind-the-

scenes expenses. These costs include time spent installing and configuring the program, 

which will almost certainly require the attention of a system administrator and/or 

programmer. Any future system upgrades or migrations will also be your responsibility. 

Dedicated server space for both testing and production are necessary for collections that 

aren’t hosted by a commercial service. (18) 

Implementing special collection institutions – it would seem – are in a double bind: either they 

must choose an application platform for their digital repositories from a marketplace marked by 

reduced vendor offerings or they must dedicate the necessary time, energy, and resources to 

implement an open source solution. In light of the previously identified collection-specific 

complexities, the process of selection is made all the more difficult as a selected system must 

serve the specific needs of the objects and their identified users. 

 An additional complicating factor is one that is inherent to all computer applications: the 

ever-evolving offerings of programmers and vendors. A digital library application platform – 

once selected – does not last forever. System updates and replacement are part of the application 

lifecycle. One need only look at the example of the Louisiana State University Libraries’ Special 

Collections Department. After having implemented the SIRSI UnicornLink application in 2001 

to replace an aging and extravagantly expensive custom system (Philips, 2002, 53-54), it came to 

pass that they received less than five years of service from this platform before having to migrate 

to a Symphony, a new product offered by the recently merged SirsiDynix Corporation 

(SirsiDynix, 2007; About LOUIS, 2014). Such rapid fire migrations can be stressful on digital 

collections as it requires collection administrators to make several decisions regarding data 

transfer, new interface design, and the rudimentary questions about whether or not to remain 
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loyal to the current system or vendor. Considering the influential impulse for application 

platforms to abide by the programmatic foundation rather than change for the benefit of the 

collection or user discussed earlier (Reese & Banerjee, 2008, 66), implementing institutions must 

make even more decisions: whether it is better to stick with a system for the sake of expedient 

upgrades or to switch for fear of travelling further down the rabbit hole of proprietary platform 

design.  

 Having illustrated some of the high-level considerations facing special collections 

libraries that wish to establish digital repositories, the next section will highlight a few currently 

available application platforms, providing an in-depth discussion of their system functionalities, 

their applicability to special collection repositories, and examples of institutional 

implementations. 

Digital Library Application Platforms 

The following discussion of available digital repository application platforms represents 

several perspectives gathered from several current publications. Based on the available reviews, 

the following applications were selected for inclusion in this paper as they were repeatedly 

identified as being either the most frequently used applications or most widely available. By 

discussing the various attributes of the selected applications and their appropriateness for special 

collections repositories, recommendations for approaches to selection and implementation will 

emerge. These will be explicated in the discussion and conclusion of this paper. 

Omeka 

 Developed by the Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media at George Mason 

University, Omeka (Figure 1) is a “free, flexible, and open source web-publishing platform for 

the display of library, museum, archives, and scholarly collections and exhibitions” (Omeka, 
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2014). According to the developer-provided documentation, Omeka features several functions 

that are directly beneficial to special collections repositories. In addition to the easy set-up 

procedures (compared to Wordpress in terms of set-up time and complexity), Omeka includes 

easy data migration via CSV importing and OAI-PMH metadata harvesting (Omeka, 2014), a 

feature that reduces the level of implementation stress related with movement from a legacy 

platform. In addition to easy data migration, Omeka features a host of available plug-ins 

(http://omeka.org/add-ons/plug-ins/) that enhance functionalities including social contribution 

(i.e. tagging, commenting), facetted browsing, and image overlaying to name a few (Kucsma, 

Reiss, & Sidman, 2010). The ease of set up and migration are strong points of the Omeka 

platform, making it an attractive option for any implementing organization. 

 The Omeka application includes system functionality that serves the specific needs of 

special collections items, many of which are illustrated by the Metropolitan New York Library 

Council implementation for their digitalMETRO project (Kucsma, Reiss, & Sidman). Firstly, the 

application makes use of the ImageMagick image processing package that allows for dynamic 

image resizing for use as thumbnails and high-resolution dissemination images (Kucsma, Reiss, 

& Sidman, 2010). This is particularly useful considering the visual nature of most special 

collections objects: the ability to dynamically size images facilitates easy navigation through the 

system while simultaneously allowing for enhanced investigation of image details. Additionally, 

the Omeka platform supports user-centered functionality such as the creation of “exhibits” – 

groupings of user-identified objects to facilitate collocation and comparison – as well as pre-

formatted item citations for easy reference (Kucsma, Reiss, & Sidman, 2010). 

 As can be seen from the numerous examples listed above, Omeka has many features that 

can benefit a digital repository for special collections objects. However, one feature does raise 

http://omeka.org/add-ons/plug-ins/
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concerns about its usability within this context. With regards to metadata standards, the Omeka 

product site lists the Dublin Core metadata schema as their go-to standard (Omeka, 2014). The 

digitalMETRO implementation notes that, in addition to the default DC scheme, developers can 

create new metadata elements via custom item types and element set functions (Kucsma, Reiss, 

& Sidman, 2010). Furthermore, they note that Omeka metadata creation does not support 

controlled vocabularies such as LCSH, AAT, and other standard authorities (Kucsma, Reiss, & 

Sidman, 2010). While there may be workarounds to overcome this hurdle, the fact that the 

system does not support many of the standard authority controls – which is to say nothing about 

disciplinary-specific thesauri used by special collection catalogers – raises concerns over the 

propriety of the Omeka platform for special collections objects as it demands the workflow 

additions that rely on manual processing or additional application usage.  

Archon 

 Archon: The Simple Archival Information System (Figure 2) was released in 2006 by the 

University of Illinois after several years of development by UI’s Archivist for Music and Fine 

Arts and the Assistant University Archivist in response to a perceived need for an archival 

content management system suitable for “one-person” repositories, collections in need of web 

platforms that do not necessarily have the resources to implement complicated software solutions 

(Schwartz, Prom, Rishel, & Fox, 2007, 2). The application website indicates that the Archon 

application reduces the need to manually encode records and finding aids due to automated 

scripts that render form-entered data and digital objects browsable and searchable, a claim that is 

supported by Cornish & Merrill (2010) who applaud the system’s ability to easily support 

archival metadata standards such as EAD and MARC AMC (154). The ability for the system to 

facilitate metadata standards that are common among the archival discipline illustrates a design 
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sensibility focused on the needs of the collections that will find a digital home in this platform. 

Additionally, the ease-of-use associated with the automated data entry scripts lowers the barrier 

for system migration, allowing for newcomers to the Archon platform to implement the system 

with a reduced or eliminated manual burden. 

 The dedication to the identified user base extends even further into the system design 

with the functional ability to serve as a digital finding aid, a platform for digital surrogates, or 

both. This feature was highlighted by Broaddus, Cross, & Myers (2010) in their implementation 

report on the Katherine Dunham collection, observing that the Archon platform serves as an 

excellent surrogate for traditional archival activities as it can be linked to detailed archival 

records stored in an additional database or  system at the collection, box, or folder level (97). On 

the other hand, Cornish & Merrill (2010) applaud the system’s ability to feature detailed records 

alongside digitized objects, a process simplified by administrative options to make object images 

viewable or non-viewable as well as the ability to identify a single image or a group of images to 

be associated with a record (154). This level of system flexibility shows a development 

environment dedicated to serving the specialized needs of identified users while ensuring that the 

platform remains customizable for each individual implementing institution. 

 Even though the Archon platform features an unparalleled level of disciplinary specificity 

and customizability, the technical complexity of the application presents a barrier to 

organizations that would select this platform. Even though the system provides automated ingest 

of records after the initial setup, Cornish & Merrill (2010) note that implementation of Archon 

necessitates prerequisite, including Apache, MySQL, and PHP programming capability (153), 

and that these prerequisites also require custom configuration that may exceed the projected five 

minutes needed to set up the system advertised in the program documentation (153-154). Though 
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the ability to cope with technological complexity is one of the hallmarks of emerging digital 

library professionals, an increased need for customized application configuration for an 

implementing institution does represent a very real commitment to both the time and resources 

needed to appropriately install and administer this platform. While this may not be a problem for 

large institutions with dedicated information technology staff, lone archivists – the target market 

for the Archon platform – may find they lack the technological savvy to configure this 

application and must either acquire the needed technical competencies or look elsewhere for an 

appropriate digital library platform. 

CONTENTdm 

 Perhaps the most well-known digital library application, CONTENTdm (Figure 3) was 

developed in 2001 by Digital Media Management, Inc which was later acquired by OCLC 

(CONTENTdm, 2013). This platform emerged from the tumultuous environment of early digital 

library platforms that produced a glut of applications that were overly-complex, prohibitively-

expensive, or both (Dickson, 2008, 341). What CONTENTdm offered that these other platforms 

didn’t was an all-in-one platform that served as a search and discovery interface, a web-based 

administration tool, and a storage server that allows for easy preservation and dissemination of 

digital objects (Overview, 2014). With over 2,000 implementations of the CONTENTdm 

platform (Overview, 2014), it is clear that the system has found a certain currency with 

administrators of digital library repositories. 

 One of the primary benefits of the CONTENTdm application is its ability to handle a 

wide array of special collections objects. As was mentioned earlier, special collections objects 

frequently take the form of visual media. CONTENTdm provides high-quality display for all 

types of visual media including photographs, manuscripts, and audio-visual materials as can be 
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seen in the implementation by Southern Methodist University’s Central University Libraries for 

their special collections digital repository which includes several collections of manuscripts, still 

and moving image, and audio (Boeke, 2009). While most digital library platforms are capable of 

accommodating visual materials, the inclusion of audio-visual materials opens up opportunities 

for digital collections that may not be obtainable with other platforms. As more and more 

archival and special collections seek to ingest increasingly recent objects – many of which 

include moving image media such as film, television, and the internet-based media – the ability 

for a digital repository platform to ingest diverse file formats will become invaluable. 

 In addition to its flexibility in terms of object format, CONTENTdm’s ability to ingest 

metadata in a meaningful manner is key to its performance. CONTENTdm’s metadata hierarchy 

is modeled on the Dublin Core schema (Cornish & Merrill, 2010, 159), but does allow for the 

mapping of other metadata schemas – such as EAD – to Dublin Core-compliant elements 

through an importing functionalities similar to Omeka and Archon (160). As mentioned for the 

prior two systems, this ensures easy data migration for newly-implementing organizations and – 

considering the Dublin Core metadata structure – allows for OAI-PMH-compliant harvesting, a 

huge boon in terms of object accessibility beyond the primary collection and interface. In 

addition to the metadata functionality, CONTENTdm offers something that other systems do not: 

integrated support of controlled vocabularies. Out of the box, CONTENTdm supports: 

 Art and Architecture Thesaurus 

 Canadian Subject Headings 

 Dublin Core Metadata Initiative Type Vocabulary 

 Getty Thesaurus of Geographic Names  

 Guidelines on Subject Access To Individual Works Of Fiction, Drama, Etc., 2nd ed. 
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 Māori Subject Headings / Ngā Ūpoko Tukutuku 

 Medical Subject Headings 

 Newspaper Genre List 

 Thesaurus for Graphic Materials 

 Union List of Artist Names (Collection building and management, 2014) 

The ability to facilitate the usage of these authorities not only supports the identification and 

location of collection objects: it promotes the discipline-specific mission of special collections 

repositories. By supporting authorities associated with visual materials (AAT, TGN) as well as 

content classification, the CONTENTdm platform sets itself apart as particularly well-suited for 

special collections, a collection foci that generally centers around visual materials as identified 

earlier by Comeaux (2008). 

 CONTENTdm, despite its obvious benefits, does have a unique set of problems. While it 

is a widely used system, it does demand licensing and subscription fees (Cornish & Merrill, 

2010, 161). While this is not an alien concept to the world of digital library platforms – both 

Omeka also require some form of licensure fee – CONTENTdm stands out as being particularly 

costly. One implementing institution found that in 2011, their renewed license subscription 

would consist of a $40,000 initial license fee with annual maintenance fees of approximately 

$9,000 (Gilbert & Mobley, 2013), raising concerns about the cost-prohibitive qualities of 

OCLC’s fee structure. For smaller institutions, the sheer expense of subscribing to 

CONTENTdm may discount it as a viable option. In addition to the cost of using CONTENTdm, 

concerns have been expressed over the end-user acceptance of the system interface. In her 

analysis of UNC-Chapel Hill’s CONTENTdm interface for their Gilmer Civil War Maps 

Collection, Dickson (2008) found that users were generally displeased with system-based usage 
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elements such as searching, browsing, and item viewing tools (372). While implementation-

specific features of digital library platforms frequently seem to illicit concerns of acceptance and 

usability, the fact that users were displeased by functionality built in to the application 

foundation raises concerns regarding the overall design of the CONTENTdm platform from a 

heuristic or HCI perspective. 

Discussion 

 The assessment of these reviewed digital library applications has presented a variety of 

strengths and weaknesses in respects to how capable they are of serving a repository of special 

collections objects and the users of these objects. However, final considerations must consist of 

complex considerations that weigh the value of functionality against domain-specificity and 

practical implementation concerns. In terms of basic functionality and administrative control, all 

three of the systems appear to be on par as they all provide some modicum of metadata 

automation and migration functionality. Any identifiable disadvantage may be bestowed upon 

Archon as it requires advanced understanding of multiple application platforms and coding 

languages in order to complete implementation. All three systems provide high-quality 

dissemination of visual media – an important factor for special collections objects – although 

CONTENTdm’s support of audio-visual file formats does stand out. In these dimensions, as with 

many others, the systems reviewed here appear to have a great deal of alignment on offered 

functionality and administrative automation. 

 The most readily identifiable difference in terms of overall system offerings is the ability 

to support the use of controlled vocabularies as a method of object classification and 

identification. The value of controlled vocabularies and discipline-specific terminology – 

especially within the domain of special collections objects (Torre, 2007) – presents possibly the 
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greatest opportunity for “value-added” functionality within a digital library platform. As we can 

see from the above assessment, both Omeka and CONTENTdm provide some level of support of 

controlled vocabulary usage, although this ranges from somewhat supporting usage to integrated 

usage. Based on this critical axis, CONTENTdm emerges as the clear leader of the pack in terms 

of best possible functionality. However, we cannot consider this functionality within a vacuum: 

what of the other system features and how do they color our assessment of the system? 

 Despite its obvious superiority in terms of integrated controlled vocabulary support, the 

identified issues of extreme cost and negative usability cast a rather regrettable pall over the 

system as a whole. By comparison, Omeka’s ease-of-use and vast array of plug-ins to further 

enhance usability raise its value in the eyes of implementing institutions despite its inability to 

internally support controlled vocabularies. This, then, leads to a difficult question that cannot be 

answered in an objective forum: is the trade-off of functionality for cost one worth making? In 

the case of Omeka, implementing intuitions have identified manual workarounds for the lack of 

authority support, illustrating that the system can meet expectations with a bit of non-automated 

effort. This, of course, leads to the obvious question of saving on system costs only to lose 

money on man-hours and manual configuration. As Monson (2011) warns, platform costs are not 

limited to those that occur at the outset of an implementation (18). 

Conclusion 

 The future of special collections is a digital future. Institutions and organizations are 

increasingly being judged based on what unique or rare objects they make available through 

online, discoverable interfaces (Cornish & Merrill, 2010, 151). In order to ensure that objects 

identified for inclusion in online special collections repositories are findable and usable, great 

care must be taken to ensure that the selected digital library application platform will best serve 



14 

 

your collection and your users. The systems discussed in this paper all offer unique 

functionalities that individuate them from the many available programs. All of them would make 

excellent candidates for implementation as can be seen from the identified system characteristics 

and reports from specific implementations. However, what arises from this comparison is not a 

concrete set of platform recommendations. Rather, what we find is that the challenges facing 

special collections digital repositories in terms of platform selection are made of familiar 

rudimentary questions regarding how well a product serves the collection and how well the 

platform fits within the institutional environment into which it will be introduced.  

Not all systems are appropriate for all organizations or collections and implementing 

institutions should be cautioned against guidance of conventional wisdom regarding platform 

appropriateness. In terms of collections, technical infrastructure, programming capabilities, and 

funding, no two institutions are alike. Therefore, the most appropriate recommendation is to 

stress the importance of a case-by-case approach to platform assessment and selection. Before 

launching into an intensive implementation process, special collections staff should be sure to 

perform an intensive collection assessment, one that considers the library/archive position, the 

insights of information technologies specialists, and the varieties of end user needs and 

expectations. Then and only then – based on the findings of this assessment – further 

investigation can be made into what system will best serve a specific collection, the institution, 

and user group. 
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Figure 1. Example of the Omeka platform used by Gothic Past: Visual Archive of Gothic 

Architecture & Sculpture in Ireland, retrieved from www.gothicpast.com (accessed April 10, 

2014). 

 

Figure 2. Example of Archon platform used by XYZ Manuscript Repository, an example 

collection hosted by The University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, retrieved from 

www.sandbox.archon.org, (accessed April 10, 2014). 

http://www.gothicpast.com/
http://www.sandbox.archon.org/
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Figure 3. Example of CONTENTdm platform used by Pear Packing – A Season of Women’s 

Work, a digital repository from the Hannon Library Digital Collections at Southern Oregon 

University, retrieved from 

http://cdm15013.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/landingpage/collection/p16085coll4, (accessed April 10, 

2014). 

  

http://cdm15013.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/landingpage/collection/p16085coll4
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