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ELECTRONIC CURRENTS 

Involving the Community in Your Digital Collections 
By Kiffany Francis, Cleveland State University 

Many cultural institutions have been seeking ways in 
which to make their digital collections more interactive for 
users and create a Web experience for their communities. 
There are a number of free and open source tools available 
to help cultural institutions interact with the communities 
they serve on the Web. If you are planning on overhauling 
your Web presence anytime soon, here are a few options 
to look at for inspiration. 

Omeka 
Omeka, http://omeka.org/, is a Web platform for publish­
ing collections and exhibitions on-line. le was created 
by the Center for New Media and History and made 
available for public release in February 2008. Out of the 
box, Omeka offers basic themes for collections, the ability 
to build exhibits co showcase your digital assets chat have 
been added to Omeka, tagging for items and exhibits, and 
RSS feeds. Omeka users are encouraged co create modular 
plug-ins chat interact with the application. Plug-ins avail­
able at the time of writing include a geolocacion plug-in 
that uses the Google Maps API, a Zotero plug-in chat 
allows Web visitors co capture and save a citation for your 
digital asset in their Zocero account, and a Contribution 
plug-in chat allows Web visitors to contribute their stories, 
images, and other files to your Omeka collections, making 
your digital collections truly collaborative. 

According co Tom Scheinfeldt from the Center for New 
History and Media, future plans for Omeka include 
improving Dublin Core support and OAI (Open Archives 
Initiative) data exchange cools; creating a personal space 
where visitors can sign into Omeka and tag items, save 
favorites, and create their own exhibits to share; and 
creating a hosted version of the software to allow cultural 
institutions to use Omeka without installing it on a local 
server.1 

Drupal and Joomla! 
Drupal, http://drupalib.interoperacing.info/, is an open 
source content management system chat some cultural 
institutions are using co create community-driven and 
interactive Web sites. By using Drupal, you can pick and 
choose the modules you want to include on your Web 
site. Included with its core functionality is the ability 
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co create a Web site that incorporates blogs, forums, 
comments (with and without approval), RSS feeds, and 
polls. With components similar co Omeka's plug-ins, it 
allows institutions to customize their sites by adding ocher 
community-contributed modules created by developers, 
or create their own. More than 150 community-oriented 
contributed modules are available for download. For 
chose cultural institutions chat are using CONTENTdm 
to manage their digital collections, Simon Fraser Uni­
versity has been developing a Drupal module chat allows 
searching of CONTENTdm collections from within 
a Drupal Web site, http://drupalib.interoperating.info/ 
node/109#comment-217. 

Another popular choice for creating interactive, 
community-driven Web sites is the content manage­
ment system Joomla!, http://www.joomlainlibrary.com/ 
showcase.html. It also provides modular components that 
allow you to make interactive Web sites, and some libraries 
are rallying around this solution instead of Drupal. 

Facebook and MySpace 
If your institution is not in a position to install server-based 
content management systems like Omeka, Joomla!, or 
Drupal, but would still like to create a space on the Web 
where you can engage in two-way interaction with your 
users, an easy way to achieve this is to use social network­
ing Web sites such as Facebook or MySpace. Most of these 
only require creating an account, filling out a Web form, 
and customizing the template co suit your institution's 
needs. Usually there is a smorgasbord of options to add 
to these Web pages, like RSS feeds, photograph albums, 
You Tube widgets, and comments. 

Conclusion 
When cultural institutions created digital collections in 
the past, the emphasis was on creating best practices for 
digitization and mecadata and getting it on the Web. The 
open source and free options are increasing and provide a 
context and community for our digital assets. 

Notes 

1. Tom Scheinfeldt, jscheinf@gmu.edu, "Omeka," 6 May 
2008, personal E-mail (10 May 2008). 
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PRESERVATION ESSENTIALS 

Microfilm in the Time of Cholera 
By Marta O'Neill, National Personnel Records Center 

Okay, so microfilm isn't dead or dying a diseased death 
... or is it? Perhaps the truth is really closer co the account 
of Mark Twain's demise: the report of its death is greatly 
exaggerated. The answer also might depend on the person 
to whom one talks. Die-hard digital-imaging experts will 
reference the incredible explosion in technology and its 
capabilities co rebuff the necessity or future of microfilm. 
Traditionalists will champion the longevity and stability 
of microfilm-if stored in the right manner. And, face 
it, marketing statistics do demonstrate a decline in sales 
of photographic film overall, including microfilm. Yee, 
several micrographics suppliers worldwide report seeing 
a shift in sales patterns, with increases in such items as 
reader/printer toner, film storage cabinets, and film scan­
ning equipment. 

What do the film manufacturers have to say about all of 
this? After all, if the manufacture of microfilm were co stop 
entirely, the microfilm market would presumably come to 
an abrupt halt despite any demand. Luckily, the primary 
manufacturers of microfilm-Kodak, Agfa and Fuji-all 
still seem to see a need, and a niche, for microfilm for the 
long-term archiving and preservation of information. 

The arguments for microfilm have been heard and 
understood by archivists and preservation professionals 
for years. Outside of the original documents themselves, 
there is no ocher accepted long-term storage medium; the 
National Archives has accepted it as the only alternative 
medium for information preservation. Additionally, 
its technological independence is usually cited because 
with the use of only a simple magnification system, the 
information can be accessed. Microfilm is not influenced 
by changing digital standards, technology obsolescence, 
or the need for migration, so microfilm continues as a 
more viable medium than digital technology. Finally, if 
stored properly, microfilm has a life expectancy (LE) of 
five hundred years. Computer products manufacturers, at 
present, still can't make chat claim. 

Agfa concurs, stating that they recognize archives and 
libraries as their most important customers for microfilm. 
The company sees both the cost effectiveness and security 
of microfilm as important and believes that unless a "true" 
alcernacive is found, there will always be a need for micro­
film. As an example of its commitment, Agfa asserts chat 

it is working on specific microfilm-related products that 
are "environmentally-friendly." Agfa sold its photographic 
production activities (in Leverkusen, Germany) in 2004, 
but its microfilm production is independently organized 
and still actively operates at its Belgian headquarters in 
Mortsel. 

Kodak continues co be a leader in both the film and digital­
imaging industries, and dominates with full information 
systems and products chat span both older and newer 
technologies. Consequently, it boasts one of the "broadest 
portfolios of microfilm products available worldwide."1 

Archives and libraries aren't their only market; their base 
also includes financial, commercial, government, and legal 
institutions chat demand an economical, efficient, and safe 
medium for long-term storage of information. Kodak also 
perceives a key business opportunity in simplifying the 
interface between film and digital technology, and it sees 
all information management vendors offering products 
chat not only convert film co digital images, but convert 
digital images back to film for security purposes. Kodak 
says marrying the two technologies places them in a posi­
tion to offer different solutions based on specific business 
needs. Their commitment also appears to be evident in 
chat their microfilm products are manufactured at a newly 
built facility. 

Fuji still provides source document and color microfilm 
in its business product lines, and a lesser-known film 
manufacturer, Ilford, has been in the microfilm market 
since 1967. This year Ilford launched a new line of 
black-and-white microfilms, and it boldly claims chat the 
color microfilm has an LE rating of 500 years as well. 
The company also announced it is working on a new 
project called "Bies on Film"-scoring bits of pure digital 
data directly onto microfilm. In support of microfilm's 
viability, Ilford executives insist chat film continues co 
be a "cheaper" medium in chat its purchase and use is a 
one-time investment, as opposed to digital media, which 
need co be continuously refreshed every five years-hence, 
an ongomg cost. 

There are two other key pieces of information co consider, 
the first being that there is still a fair number of microfilm 
equipment manufacturers and vendors operating in 

(Continued on page 30) 
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today's market. While the market used to be flooded with 
micrographics-related equipment and supplies, there are 
still vendors offering a variety of products. MicroVue, 
Eyecom, ScanPro, Indus, and Dukane all supply a fairly 
full range of microfilm reader models, while Kodak and 
Canon continue to offer film readers and reader/scanners. 
Microform GmbH (Switzerland) released last year a new 
automatic tabletop microfilm processor that it claims is 
energy efficient. While the market is no longer flooded, 
equipment is not difficult to find. 

The second key piece is that companies seem to be develop­
ing new and innovative ways to use microfilm. In addi­
tion to Ilford's "Bits of Film," Datawitness, a Canadian 
company, is developing what it calls an "e-capsule" that 
allows subscribers to upload information through a Web 
portal and then automatically download it to microfilm 
for long-term storage. Companies in the US and Europe 
are experimenting with converting binary codes to two­
dimensional bar codes, which can then be written to 
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black-and-white microfilm. The fact is, almost anything 
of a digital nature can be written to film, including video 
and music, even though the information on the film is 
not in an analog representation. Though the archival and 
preservation communities will not be jumping into these 
new technologies anytime soon, the fact is microfilm is 
certainly not dead yet! 

Notes 

1. "Comment from Kodak," GreenSheet46 (September/ 
October 2007): 6. 
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Mixed Media: Working with Audio and Visual Materials-
usa Carter, Assistant Editor, North Carolina State University 

Home Movies, Part 1: Understanding the Genre 
By Paul Eisloe./Jel, Nebraska State Historical Society 

Editor's note: This is the first of a two-part series 
on home movies. The second part, dealing with 
archival management of home movies, will follow 

in the next issue of the MAC Newsletter. 

When it comes to American cinema, theatrical feature 
filmmaking has long commanded the lion's share of 
attention. It has been intricately studied as both a mirror 
of and an influence on society, and it has benefited from 
the earliest and the most film preservation efforts. When 
you think about it, this makes sense; after all, there's a lot 
of money behind studio productions, and we are, like it 
or not, a culture of mass entertainment. 

But there are other significant aspects of America's cin­
ematic history that have until recently been neglected by 
the gaze of cultural examination. Genres like corporate 
and educational films, local television programs, advertise­
ments, public service films, and social training films have 
collectively accounted for more exposed celluloid than 
Hollywood ever produced. 

One of these "stepchildren" of filmmaking activity has 
been particularly dismissed as so much trivial fluff, yet is 
ubiquitous, was created and still exists in great numbers, 
and represents a vital historical record. It is the phenom­
enon we call "home movies." 

Graphic from the manual 
of the Cine-Kodak Model 
A, the first American 
home movie-format cam­
era, introduced in 1923. 
Courtesy Nebraska State 
Historical Society. 

What Are Home Movies? 
What are home movies? There is no single formal defini­
tion, but there is truth in most. Some examples: "Moving 
image material, the subjects of which are personal or family 
events, usually filmed or recorded by an amateur"; "Works 
created for private, not commercial use, ... designed to 
be shown primarily to family and friends, ... and usually 
made by people not professionally connected with the film/ 
video industry"; and "motion pictures made by amateurs, 
often for viewing by family and friends." 1 

More romantically put, home movies are a unique form 
of communication, a means of human expression that 
portrays how the creator chose to remember, and perhaps 
to be remembered. They give us a glimpse of the man­
nerisms, the events, and the material culture of the past. 
Most importantly-but probably least realized by the 
home movie photographer-they are a window on our 
values and ideals. This is because they are not random 
samples of life, but subjective selections. They show what 
is important to the photographer, and, by extension, to 
the family, the community, and even society. 

In this way they are not unlike many other kinds of 
personal documents-diaries and correspondence, for 
example. These all portray an editorialized version oflife, 
consistent with what the creator perceives is important for 
the audience to know. But besides their relative technologi­
cal complexity, home movies differ from these other types 
of documents in that their intended audience is not just 
the creator, or a single correspondent. Rather, it is a whole 
crowd: immediate family, extended family, friends, and 
other affinity groups. They're not meant for strangers per 
se, but that's about where any restriction ends. Home mov­
ies are created for the familiar masses, falling somewhere 
between interpersonal and mass communication. 

Context: Technology and Culture 
Like so many of the other ways we document our lives and 
activities, the home movie genre exists thanks to a series 
of remarkable technological advancements-in this case, 
ones that have taken place in just over the last century. 

Since photography's beginnings in the 1830s and 1840s, 
devotees struggled with the problem of capturing mo­
tion. The first real development came in 1878, when 

(Continued on page 32) 
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