hen you have a collection of over 1.3 million
Wrare books, manuscripts and periodicals,

many of them so old and fragile they re-
quire care approximating that administered in a car-
diac ICU, how do you get these materials into the
hands of the scholars and researchers who need
them, if the scholars and researchers can’t come to
you? The Smithsonian Institution Libraries (SIL), the
book and periodicals collection of the Smithsonian
Institution, hopes it has found the answer with its
Digital Imaging Center (DIC).

"We have thousands of items that are extremely
rare,” says Tom Garnett, the Sils assistant director
for digital libraries, "materials
that we cant even let out on
interlibrary  loan  because
they're too fragile. And wed
been grappling for ways to
make these books more widely
available to scholars and the
general public.” So, two years
ago, the Smithsonian Library
set up the Digital Imaging
Center, to photograph and scan
selections from its collection,
digitizing books and periodicals
in their entirety, and making these materials avail-
able via SIl's Galaxy of Knowledge Web site, at
<wwwisil.si.edu>

Garnett says that he and the-staff overseeing-the
SIL imaging center learned th*ir craft larg ' ly by the
seats of our pants,” and that dtgi_t__!ggprgrare_- 00ks dand

manuscripts that may be hundreds ¢f yeam old pre-
sents numerous special problems. "Scannihg a r3re

book has its own unique set of chatieng

e, : ted todig
Garnett. For example, many of the bpoks a mm houg
scripts could be damaged by overedposurd to ligl Mank C i
n
N L

which can cause text and illustrations to fade, or de
grade some types of paper. "You need a lot of ligh
to get decent scans, though, so we're usin,
Videssence fluorescent lights, low-temperature 330
watt copy lights that won't damage the materials.
Many old books also can't be opened and put fac
down on a scanner, for fear of breaking their spine
and bindings. To alleviate this problem, technician
at the SIL have constructed an adjustable bookstani
that will hold the volumes open at any angle so the
can be photographed without damage. The book
are shot using a Hasselblad with an 8omm or1somn
lens and a Phase One Power Phase digital scannin;
back, then processed an
burned onto CD-ROMs througl
a 350 MHz Power Macintos!
G3. For materials that can b
flatbed-scanned. the center uis
es a Umax Mirage 1se, aiss
hooked up to a Power Mac G3
All images are shot at th
maximum  resolution thi
equipment will produce, allow
ing creation of a "super .jpg
from which lower-resolution
files can be pulled for other us
es, such as making prints or for posting on the Wet
Garnett says having one ultra-high-resolution sho
ensures that, whatever the demand for the imag:
may-be, they gan-always extract a file of the neede«
rhsn!ﬁﬂan. “We nevér want to have to go back ant
do the $can a $econd time,"” he says. There is a down
side, though, s nnrcﬁrﬂ%ay only hold four or five
pages worth of highgres JPEGs and 100 CDs may b
Tismgle tome.
the icenter may be purchasing it
ckload, with over 1.3 million vol
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umes in the SIL collection, Garnett says, "We can't
digitize the entire library; that would take centuries
We look for things that arent readily available in
print or some other medium, "such as online exhibits
or exhibits at other of the Smithsoenians 24 muse-
ums and research centers.

Of the DIC’s work to date, Martin Kalfatovic, SILs
digital projects librarian and head of the new-media
office, says,"So far, we ve scanned maybe 11 books to-
tal and 400 or so pieces of trade literature, which
comes out to around 4,000 to 5,000 images alto-
gether” The SIL also plans to keep everything
scanned online in perpetuity, with the Galaxy of
Knowledge site expanding in size to eventually be-
come a library branch in cyberspace, serving the pub-
lic alongside SILs 22 brick-and-mortar branches

So, though they may be toiling away on the cut-
ting edge of technology, the Sil's digital imaging ef-
wies are still upholding the institution's original
mission. “The Smithsonian was created through a be-
quest of James Smithson, an English scientist who
left S500,000 in his will in 1846 to found an
institution in the U.S. for the ‘increase and diffusion
of knowledge among men,”” says Kalfatovic. "And
that, through the years, has been our goal.”

—_ —_——— E—

' 2002 PON 87

F i Tl SAITHSOMNIAN iNSTITUTI

ALL PHOTODS THIS PAL



