 “ Making History, Using Technology:   
Developing a Collections-Based On-line History of Chicago”

Chicago Historical Society, The Newberry Library and Northwestern University

In May of 2005, three partner institutions---The Chicago Historical Society, The Newberry Library, and Northwestern University---released the on-line Encyclopedia of Chicago.  Over three years in the making, the Encyclopedia's bloodline is with the print publication that was published 6 months earlier, and its pulse beats with historians who are seeking to make the Web a home for scholarship.  

During this presentation we will:  (1) reflect upon the challenges and opportunities of inter-institutional development of the Encyclopedia;  (2) describe the collections-based architecture that we developed for the Encyclopedia, with the FEDORA repository system and mostly open-source components;  (3) demonstrate the Flash technologies and image server tools we standardized upon for the user interface; and (4) suggest how the release of the digital Encyclopedia prepares the Chicago Historical Society for a period of changes at the Society's building.
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Inter-Institutional Development 

Creating the on-line Encyclopedia of Chicago required intensive, negotiated collaboration among Chicago cultural institutions and contributing historians.  Building upon a companion print volume developed by the Newberry Library and published by University of Chicago Press, the on-line portion of the project was headquartered at the Chicago Historical Society (CHS).  From the earliest stages of production through the Encyclopedia's launch in May 2005, CHS staff turned to Northwestern University's Academic Technologies to design the repository architecture and to build the tools that dynamically integrate thousands of text entries, high-resolution historical images, maps, videos, tables, and other resources.
The resulting Encyclopedia of Chicago presents a collection of histories in an innovative, coherent framework that identifies connections and pulls the user from item to item throughout the site.  The ability to navigate their own journey through the web of linked materials offers students, teachers, scholars, and other readers the opportunity to experience history as an exercise in creativity and imagination.  The contents of the Encyclopedia becomes the raw materials for individualized exploration, allowing users to view and construct their own histories and stories.
Construction with a  FEDORA Repository Foundation 
The Encyclopedia of Chicago presented a great opportunity—or alternatively, a severe demand--to organize a rich variety of content: high-resolution images, bound volume page scans, multi-layered digital maps, illustrated essays, structured text entries, and annotated galleries.   These objects are drawn from a variety of sources: metadata databases, SGML files, tiff images, census records, hand-crafted web pages, and more. Northwestern University interpreted the challenge as bringing formal definition to a large number of content types, in order to support a scalable production process and a collections model, while still being responsive to editorial needs and to an ongoing creative process. The architecture we settled upon uses FEDORA to provide the formalism for typed content as well as the flexibility to adapt new types of objects and to customize individual object implementations. 
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This architecture, while supporting flexible modifications to object content and presentation throughout the production process, also provides consistent access methods to content, regardless of type. This made it easy to batch “disseminate” the entire site when the day in May 2005 arrived for public release of the Encyclopedia.  This publication transform makes for a very lean and efficient delivery platform, and the Encyclopedia site has held up extremely well to high user demand.
Standardizing upon Flash-Based Components for Special Features in the Encyclopedia of Chicago 

We standardized upon Macromedia Flash services for the presentation of almost all rich media features of the Encyclopedia:  digital, layered maps;  high-resolution photographs, manuscripts and newspapers, with excellent panning and zooming capabilities;  and bound volume viewers.   Flash Actionscript programming allowed us to use a graphics engine that is remarkably consistent across workstation platforms and browsers, and Flash Actionscript allowed us to deliver advanced media capabilities to our users while only making a lightweight demand upon network bandwidth and upon the user workstation’s capabilities.    Although Flash has been an entirely successful choice for the Encyclopedia’s deployment, it is not without its cost.   The programming environment of Flash Actionscript is daunting, and the debugging process was difficult.

Additional Information
The Encyclopedia of Chicago lives at www.encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org   
The electronic Encyclopedia of Chicago was made possible with the generous support of the McCormick Tribune Foundation.
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