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ARIADNE and UNIMATRIX – infrastructure and standards of recent german archival information systems

Over the past 5 years german archives have undertaken numerous digital archive projects to provide access to their funds. Web presentations such as HADIS, Ariadne or BAM, to name some of the greater projects, and several single archival institutions vary in their goals and technical specifications by making their metadatas accessible through the internet. On one side these projects use a wide variety of system designs and metadata formats to organize, describe and provide electronic access to their holdings. However, on the other hand it is a great advantage for the german archives, that they maintain a traditional high grade of standardization concerning the description of archival material and a well structured composition of archival finding aids.

As becomes obvious from the previous paragraph, the quantity of information and the number of information providers are increasing. This expansion makes it more and more difficult for researcher and user to keep track of the disparate information lanscape. At the present technical stage of information services for german archives in the world wide web, it is therefore obvious to think of a federal coordinated and integrated internet information service, based on a united and standardized platform. The realization of such an idea, from the authors point of view, is closely connected to the development of a software solution. This will provide the possibility to integrate metadata from a wide range of existing archival database applications and to normalize these informations in a formal, structural and semantical way. Finally this will enable the delivery of a standardized and easy accessible outcoming datastream to be used in subsequent applications.

The discussion concerning this idea, the implied problems and the possibilities for their solution started during the ARIADNE research project (2000-2004), an archival information network project for archives in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern/ Germany supported by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) and realized by the Archive of the Ernst-Moritz Arndt-University of Greifswald (UAG).

 ARIADNE is an arconyme for Archival Information and Adminstration Network and realizes at one hand a register- and investigation software under open source conditions and, on the other hand, a central public network server to host all these registered metadata and to bring them into the world wide web by using a LAMP system. Thereby ARIADNE allows the user to search in archival metadata of a wide range of archives in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern while keeping the structure and provenience informations of each single archive. Currently the compound system handles approx. 300.000 records, collected and registered by 25 institutions and the number of both records and archives is growing. The collection of the several records and stocks is forced by the open source database-/ registering software and support, a well defined data-backup and -transfer mechanism to upload new registered or updated information sets to the central information server.

Very soon, we had to realize, that the growth of the ARIADNE community was limited and that it would be neccessary to provide several interfaces to enable other archives to join the project. Nevertheless this solution was everything else, than a “low barrier” interoperability framework for sharing metadata.

Moreover, the idea to use the OAI-PMH came up with the need to structure the very heterogeneous information landscape of the compound system grown in the ARIADNE database, thematically and institutionally, and to make such systems connectable to other information groups and types like libraries, museums and other actors in the p.h. historical research community. Furthermore, this protocol is focused on the publication and description of a registered context or other metadata in standardized way expressed by the two roles of data and service provider - a good but very extensive solution. The wish to solve the problem of connecting archival compounds under a more holistic approach lead to the proposal of the UNIMATRIX project.

The authors of this project suggest the development of a framework which uses well established open source components to build a metadata information system based on a Model/View Controller/Storage-System (MVC/S) in functional or structural and the Open Archive Initiative – Protocoll for Metadata Harvesting (OAI-PMH) in communicational terms of design. The framework will posses storing, structuring and formatting features to mark up and describe archival metadata as well as implementation features to host these data sets on a network server and to realize the access to the content-, the hierachy- and storing-informations via the OAI-PMH standard. Based on these design features, it will be possible, to build in course of the project a development environment, that makes it easy for users to integrate metadata from existing external applications by the guidiance of IT-experts. By using the OAI-PMH features in form of the well described roles of data- and service provider it is furthermore possible to create networks of the explained data platforms and to design with these networks a homogenous and scaleable information landscape.

 The availability of such a free accessible and on open source based framework can act as a functional and extensible backplane for a prospective provider of a united german archival internet portal. To underline the normalizing character of the framework we call the project UNIMATRIX.

For more detailed informations http://unimatrix.uni-greifswald.de and http://ariadne.uni-greifswald.de.

