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Since June 2006, under the guidance of Thornton Staples of the Fedora Commons Foundation, information specialists at the American School of Classical Studies at Athens (ASCSA) have created a prototype digital repository to manage and disseminate the School’s growing collection of digital assets. This information architecture project is part of a larger program, supported by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, aimed at improving how the ASCSA manages its information resources, and developing appropriate staffing and structures to support digital scholarship.

Founded in 1881, the ASCSA is a private, non-profit, educational institution, dedicated to the advanced study of all aspects of Greek culture, and governed by a consortium of over 180 North American universities and colleges. The institution runs two large-scale archaeological excavations, at the Roman city of Corinth (since 1896) and at the Athenian Agora, civic and cultural center of classical Athens (since 1931). Both projects have compiled large archives of records and artifacts, and a particular challenge for the repository team was how to integrate digital surrogates of print materials (such as digitized field notebooks and inventory cards, scanned plans and transparencies) with born-digital datasets and images from continuing excavation seasons. Although organized by a single institution, the Agora and Corinth projects are strongly independent. Another challenge the team faced was how to enable digital interoperability between two excavations with such different histories and methodologies.

The CNI Project Briefing will provide:

1. A description of the impact of digital technologies on large-scale excavations, such as those run by the ASCSA at the Athenian Agora and Corinth, to give background to the project’s goals and illustrate some particular needs of the discipline of archaeology.

2. A brief overview of the design choices made in creating the ASCSA digital repository prototype, and a live demonstration of its use to illustrate the project’s progress.

3. A discussion of the lessons learned, and the next steps. This will include an exploration of the ways in which the ASCSA (as an independent private institution with limited financial means) is being challenged and transformed by digital scholarship, its responsibilities as a steward of digital resources, and the opportunities for cross-institutional collaboration it is now exploring.

Facts about the American School of Classical Studies at Athens and its digital initiative:

(Further information is available at: http://www.ascsa.edu.gr/index.php/digital-library/)

The four missions of the ASCSA are teaching, research, archaeological exploration, and publication. The teaching mission is accomplished through an academic-year program and shorter summer sessions that introduce graduates, undergraduates, and secondary school teachers to the sites and monuments of Greek civilization. Research facilities in Greece include two internationally renowned libraries—the Blegen, dedicated to classical studies, and the Gennadeion, concentrating on post-antique Greece—and the Wiener Laboratory for Archaeological Science, established in 1992. 

As well as conducting archaeological excavations at the Athenian Agora and Corinth, the ASCSA is responsible to the Greek Ministry of Culture for the conduct of a number of affiliated American excavation and survey projects carried out in Greece. The Athenian Agora has been the recipient of over a decade of funding from the Packard Humanities Institute aimed at introducing digital technologies into the fieldwork process, and creating an electronic record system for the thousands of artifacts already discovered (see http://www.agathe.gr). The ASCSA Publications Office, based in Princeton, NJ, produces scholarly monographs, scientific studies, and popular books related to the mission of the School as well as publishing the quarterly journal, Hesperia. These publications are increasingly being made available in digital form.

In 2006, the School was the recipient of a $1.2 million grant from the Greek Ministry of Culture under the auspices of the Third Information Society Program of the European Union to digitize and disseminate over 400,000 items from its archives. This project was completed in summer 2008. The digitized materials include over 150,000 photographs and plans from excavations at Corinth, scans of all field notebooks from the Corinth excavations, papers from the archives of the Dragoumis family of diplomats and statesmen, images of 1920 and 1930s Greece taken by Dorothy Burr Thompson, an American archaeologist, and some of the scrapbooks of the 19th century bibliophile, John Gennadius, founder of the Gennadeion. A bilingual Greek-English database provides the first iteration of an ASCSA Digital Library (see http://www3.ascsa.edu.gr). Three online presentations explain the histories of the collections that have been digitized.

Running parallel with the creation of digital content made possible through the EU grant, an initiative sponsored by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation has been underway since 2006 to improve the “The Organization and Deployment of Information Resources at the American School of Classical Studies at Athens.” The generous grant of $300,000 received has been used to build organizational capability in handling digital materials and to start developing the technological infrastructure needed to manage them. The most tangible outputs have been a new website, http://www.ascsa.edu.gr, and a prototype digital repository capable of handling all the digital assets under the School’s management, from archival paper records to the latest excavation databases. The ASCSA Digital Repository prototype, designed by Thornton Staples, is based on Fedora architecture, but it does not yet represent a full implementation.
