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This paper discusses Wonders: Images of the Ancient World— a digital collection of 

images developed by The New York Public Library1. Together with other  NYPL Digital Gallery 

collections, Wonders: Images of the Ancient World is aimed at helping the Library to fulfill its 

overarching mission: “to select, collect, preserve and make accessible the accumulated wisdom 

of the world, without distinction as to income, religion, nationality, or other human condition” 

that enables individuals “to pursue learning at their own personal levels of interest, preparation, 

ability and desire, and help ensure the free trade in ideas and the right of dissent” (About NYPL 

Digital Gallery). 

Digitization project 

Planning for digitization 

The collection was developed “specifically to enrich and supplement the study of ancient 

cultures in social studies, literature and arts classrooms” and currently features 1,832 digital 

images of ancient civilizations—Egypt, Greece, Rome, and other ancient Mediterranean cultures 

(Wonders: Images of the Ancient World). The images were drawn from the holdings of The New 

York Public Library’s Picture Collection: books, periodicals, engravings, lithographs, and 

photographs, published from the 18th to the early 20th century. 

The digitization project was primarily funded by the NYPL and supported in part by 

funds from the Metropolitan New York Library Council (METRO) though the New York State 

Regional Bibliographic Databases Program. 

                                                           
1 Online collection: http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/explore/dgexplore.cfm?topic=all&col_id=682  

http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/explore/dgexplore.cfm?topic=all&col_id=682
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Selecting material 

Curators of the Picture Collection identified and nominated materials to be included in 

Wonders: Images of the Ancient World. The images were selected to represent a wide range of 

subjects: architecture, mythology, religion, the Seven Wonders of the World, arms and armor, 

theater, sculpture, pottery, etc. 

The selection criteria included the following considerations: 

 materials already in high demand by the public 

 unique or very rare treasures too vulnerable for routine availability 

 unwieldy or brittle artifacts that are difficult to serve 

 key holdings in particular collection strengths identified with the Library 

 little-known but important items from the collections deemed worthy of discovery (About 

NYPL Digital Gallery). 

 

Technical production information 

 For each item, two master images were produced at high-resolution, from 300- to 1200-

dpi, using a flatbed scanner or a digital camera and color calibration bars: an archival master and 

a service master, intended for creating access derivatives.   

The archival master file was assigned a unique identifier and stored in an archival 

storage. In order to ensure faithful representation of the originals, the archival masters were not 

altered, enhanced or otherwise corrected.  The items that contained accompanying written or 

printed information retained it in the digital surrogates: 
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Figure 1. The image retained the border with information printed on it in cursive2. 

 

The service master files were cropped in order to eliminate the color calibration bars used 

during the scanning process and to reduce very wide borders of photographs and prints. They 

were occasionally enhanced for better readability and processed for image-compression delivery, 

in order to accommodate viewing on desktops. 

The Library hired two imaging contractors working both in on- and off-site facilities, to 

digitize the bulk of the collection, typically the subsets of similar items. The items that were of 

particular value, vulnerability, or irregularity so as to be processed in a regular production 

environment were processed by the Library digital project team on-site.   

Producing digital surrogates 

 In addition to the high-resolution masters, the digitization team produced three low-

resolution, 72-dpi access derivatives of each item: 

 thumbnail or index image – at 150 pixels 

                                                           
2 Image record: http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/id?1619669  

http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/id?1619669
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 detail view – at 300 pixels 

 enlargement – at 760 pixels (on the long side) 

 

Storing digital surrogates 

The images are stored on a 57-terabyte network of servers.  

 

Cataloging and access 

Metadata 

 The metadata structure of Wonders: Images of the Ancient World is consistent with its 

umbrella collection, the NYPL Picture Collection Online, part of the NYPL Digital Gallery.  The 

metadata includes three levels of records: folder, image, and source: “Folder level records are 

descriptions of individual folders, which contain images on one subject. Image level records are 

full descriptions of each image within a folder. Source level records are descriptions of the book, 

magazine or other source in which the images were originally published” (Metadata Guidelines 

– Image Level Records). 

 The image-level metadata set is represented by the following metadata types: 

All metadata (guidelines and online) Metadata visible to the end user 

Descriptive metadata 

Title Image Title 

Title indicator not visible 

Alternative title Alternate Title 

Place published included the Original Source field 

Publisher included the Original Source field 

Description Item Physical Description 

Specific material type Specific Material Type 

Medium not visible 

Publication date Published Date 

Creation date included the Original Source field 

Depicted date included the Original Source field 

Creator & Additional Name included the Original Source field 

Relator included the Original Source field 
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Dates [lifespan of the creator] included the Original Source field 

Subject Subjects and Names 

Subject Type not visible 

Notes Notes 

Administrative metadata (technical, preservation) 

Barcode not visible 

Thesaurus [authority source] not visible 

Source code Original Source 

Source [name of the collection] Source [name of the collection] 

Location [name of the curatorial dept.] Location [name of the curatorial dept.] 

Digital ID Digital ID 

Record ID Record ID 

Digital Item Published Digital Item Published 

Catalog Call Number Catalog Call Number 

Structural metadata 

Source Description [structural description of the collection, e.g. number of folders, number 

of items in a folder, etc.] 

 

 

 (continued on the next page) 
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Figure 2. Image-level metadata visible to the end users3 

 

 

                                                           
3 Image record: http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/id?1619669  

http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/id?1619669
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Storing metadata 

The image files and the data hierarchy and structure are stored in an Oracle database in 

XML format. The Java open-source search engine called Lucene extracts the data and presents it 

to the user through the public search matrix. “ColdFusion software provides the application 

programming interface that integrates metadata and images for web delivery, via a website 

interface developed with consultant support by the Digital Library Program” (About NYPL 

Digital Gallery). 

Providing access to the images 

The low-resolution access derivatives are available for printing and download in open 

online access, on the NYPL Digital Gallery website4. The high-resolution images are available 

for licensing for personal use and for professional reproduction through the NYPL Photographic 

Services and Permissions5. 

The original images can be accessed at the Mid-Manhattan division of the NYPL, where 

the entire Picture Collection is stored and curated, available for circulation and reference6. 

Preservation 

The NYPL Barbara Goldsmith Digital Preservation Division works in partnership with 

the Library’s information technology, digital initiatives groups, and curatorial areas. As a pilot 

for the Library’s digital repository, the Library is engaged in management of the large quantity of 

content—images, metadata, and machine-readable text (obtained through OCR)—generated 

through the Library’s participation in the National Digital Newspaper Program (NDP). The 

Library is a founding participant and the representative for the State of New York in the NDNP, 

                                                           
4 http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/explore/dgexplore.cfm?topic=all&col_id=682 
5 Photographic Services and Permissions 
6 http://www.nypl.org/locations/tid/45/node/63128  

http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/explore/dgexplore.cfm?topic=all&col_id=682
http://www.nypl.org/permissions/
http://www.nypl.org/locations/tid/45/node/63128
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founded by the National Endowment for the Humanities and sponsored by the Library of 

Congress (Digital Preservation Development). 

Strengths and weaknesses of the project 

 The strong points of this project include the contents of the collection; solid descriptive 

metadata ; and online search functionality that provides multiple ways of online image discovery, 

e.g. searching by source titles, subjects and names, as well as browsing. In addition to providing 

the online access and discovery, the Library offers a variety of educational video and audio 

materials explaining how to use the Wonders: Images of the Ancient World7. 

 The author of this paper notes several opportunities for improvement. First, it would be 

helpful to make the online metadata field names consistent with the field names as they are 

outlined in the Library Metadata Guidelines – Image Level Records, e.g. Title in the Guidelines 

vs. Image Title in the online record.  Certain fields could be added in the online record, such as 

Creator, Publisher, etc.—with the respective data transferred from the Original Source field of 

the online record into the newly added fields.  This would allow aligning the metadata with the 

Dublin Core Metadata Initiative standard and facilitate cross-institutional search.  Lastly, and 

most importantly, technical metadata indicating the digitization specifications such as scanning 

equipment, dpi, and bit-depth needs to be included in each record. This would allow tracking 

“the lineage of a digital object (where it came from and how it has changed over time) …and to 

document its behavior in order to emulate it on future technologies” (National Information 

Standards Organization, 2004, p. 2).  As Dale and Waibel point out, “although technical 

metadata is only a subset of the complete suite of preservation metadata necessary to achieve the 

long-term viability of a digital asset, it has often been called the first line of defense against 

losing access. Technical metadata assures that the information content of a digital file can be 
                                                           
7 http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/explore/dgexplore.cfm?topic=all&col_id=682 

http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/explore/dgexplore.cfm?topic=all&col_id=682


9 

 

resurrected even if traditional viewing applications associated with the file have vanished” 

(2004). 
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