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Multimedia Access to World Cultural Heritage

Project G7 praf

Getty Information Institute

1. Introduction

In a society where information and
comnrunication technologies profoundly influence
how we acquire and diffuse knowledge,
extraordinary opportunities exist for conuecting
people to their cultural heritage. These opportunities
challenge the cultural heritage sector to keep pace
in an environment of rapid and dramatic
technological change.

Many institutions, some starting close to a
century ago, have embarked on substantial efforts
to describe, study, and preserve the cultural heritage.
More recently, these organizations have been
digitizing the data and itnages representing this
heritage, often in conjunction with building
databases for managing museum collections or
heritage information centers.

Early computer systems used to collect and
manage cultural heritage data were centralized,
offering efficiency and control but characterized by
rigidity in the face of technological change. The
advent of personal computers altered the way we
think about information systems. Individuals,
including curators, conservators, doculnentalists,
and researchers, now own powerful microcomputers
and are able to set up flexible, personalized systems
for storing and manipulating cultural heritage
information.

Recent advances in telecommunications have
had an equally powerfill impact op computing and
nformation systems. Computer users around the
world conlmunicate with each other via electronic
networks using sophisticated, user-friendly software.
In this "irformation society," the cultural heritage
community has discovered new possibilities for
exchange and collaboration. Now the challenge is
to confrgure networks, information resources, and

navigation tools so that they create a virtual world

where culture has a strong and pervasive presence;
where anyone can explore the ideas and images of
culture across global networks; and where the
experience affords depth and breadth and offers a
variety of perspectives that appeal to diverse
audicnces.

At the Global Information Society summit in
Bmssels, February | 995, representatives of the
Group of 7 industrialized nations reaffirmed the
fundamental role of culture in the 2 1 st century:
"Culture is one of the keys to the informatiori age.
The exchange of knowledge on the cultural heritage
of humanity will help people understand one
another better." | To give concrete expression to this
principle, one of the eleven projects initiated at the
Brussels meeting was Multimedia A ccess to World
Cultural Heritage.

An important prerequisite for the G7
Multimedia Access project is that it provide
participants a platform for exchange and broad
intemational cooperation. In this context,
participants can plan strategically and coordinate
work to achieve common objectives, while retaining
the unique and particular requirements of their
individual institutions and countries. For this type
of collaboration to work effectively, the project must
adopt advanced technologies that are characterized
by openness and decentralization.

2. Goals and Objectives

The goal of the Multimedia Access project is
open and diverse access to all the information that
embodies our cultwal heritage, including
information about museum objects, archaeological
sites and artifacts, monuments, manuscripts,
photographs, music in its varied forms, and much

more. In pursuit of this goal we have defined four

-6 -



Project G7 Multimedia Access to World Cultural Heritage Draft

objectives:

e Encourage speedy digitizaiien of cultural
heritage information

ePromote the interconnectedness of existing
and future cultural heritage databases

e Facilitate access for diverse audiences with
different national and cultural identities

e Advance the protection of intellectual
property rights

Source: Une societe de rinfonnation pour le benefice des citoyens
du monde, G7, Féwier 1995 (An Information Society for the
benefit of the workrs citizens, G7, Feb. 1995)

3. Implementation Strategies

The G7 Multimedia Access project does not
intend to bc merely another demonstration project.
Instead, it will play a catalyiic role in supporting
network initiatives already underway. It will rely on
the experience of its participants. It will use this
accumulated expertise to create intemational
synergy among projects and to advance global
solutions to the challenges of representing and
providing access to humanity's cultural heritage .

Implementation of this project must be
realistic and results-oriented. Therefore, the
following caveats hold:

eTime. This is a long-term project, potentially
lasting five years or more.

*Openness. The project must be open to all
countries and projects that desire to
participate within its framework.

*Visibility. The project must be visible. It must
communicate its results on a regula basis for
potential partners and non-specialists,
demonstrating its progress and the major
challenges it is oriented to solve.

e Advanced technology. The project must use
sophisticated networking technologies
including those used on the Intenet.

Strategy 1:Public-Private Partnerships

For cultural heritage to realize its potential in
an nformation society, large invesiments o capital
will bc necessary to digitize the information that
represents the cultural heritage. Digitization of
images and related information is costly, not to
mention the time and human resources required to

design and build the technical and organizational
systems needed to manage and support a digital
world.

The Gety Information Institute has been
planning to create a forum for discussion of cultural
heritage issues important to the public and private
sectors . A variety of representatives from the cultural
heritage community and grant-making institutions
will be invited to join with entrepreneurs, venturb
capitalists, and CEO's of major tcchnology
companies to advance
opportunities in a networked information society.
Through dialog and debate participants will increase
their understanding of each other's needs and
concems, identify conlmon ground for
collaboration, and explore specific business ventwes
that firther each other's goals.

The G7 Multimedia Access project supports
the Information Institute's efforts to encourage
public-private partnerships and proposes to
collaborate in understanding these opportunities,
particularly from an intemational perspective. These
partnerships should open up cultural heritage
information to the general public, speeding the
delivery of new products such as CD-ROMS and
virtual exhibitions.

Strategy 2:Standards for Information Exchange &
Knowledge Representation

Numerous and dispersed public, private,
national, and intemational organizations throughout
the world collect, digitize, and manage cultural
heritage information. Museums, universities,
documentation centers, libraries, archives, and
photography agencies all hold information
representing the cultural heritage. To get to this
information, a user now has to access several
databases on different computer systems and
understand how to operate the different database
programs. For true interoperability among systems,
the networks of the near future must adopt
interchange and data content standards to seamlessly
interconnect information sources.

A compelling reason for using standards is
protecting the long term value of data. The largest
investnent in building a database is not the cost of
hardware and software, it is the cost of assembling
the data and the time required to enter them into a

-7 -
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system. As technology changes, systems will need
to be upgraded and the data moved to new hardware
and software . Data standards not only ensure that a
database is intemally consistent so that it can be
managed effectively, but also pennit data to be
formatted and stored so they are easier to export to
other systems.

The Consortium for the Computer Interchange
of Museum Information (CIMI), and Aquarelle (the
Information Network for Cultural Heritage) are
currently exploring interoperability issues to
determine the best technical framework for
exchanging information among systems.
Organizations such as the Museum Documentation
Association (MDA), the Canadian Heritage
Information Network (CHIN), the Getty Information
Institute, and the Istituto Centrale Per il Catalogo e
la Documentazione (ICCD) among others, have
been promoting standards to the cultural heritage
community for many years .

Internationally accepted and commonly
agreed upon standards are needed to describe
procedural standards, cultwal heritage data
structures. data content, and data exchanges.
Organizations creating and using these standards
must collaborate intemationally. The G7 Multimedia
Access project proposes to bring together the work
of these national and intemational projects and to
foster consensus among them on standards for
representing and accessing cultural heritage
information.

Strategy 3:Access to Information

Individuals need access to information about
their cultwal heritage without having to know the
details of its physical representation or the
idiosyncrasies of the local computer system, They
need assistance in formulating precise and effective
queries against databases that exist in various
languages. Such needs can be addressed by
developing new methods for building and
coordinating multilingual vocabulary resources and
related database searching tools.

People also need to be able to approach their
cultural heritage from different national and
linguistic perspectives and with different kuowledge
and skill levels. Young children with only basic

vocabulary and spelling skills doing art appreciation

homework. or adults having little familiarity with
museums but wanting to learn about modem ut. or
experienced researchers seeking in~iepth scholarly
information for an academic publication. all should
bc able to navigate cultural heritage networks easily.
with intuitive searching aids. and with their oval
perspectives on what information is meaningful to
them .

The G7 project proposes to provide
opportunities for collaboration on creating
multilingual vocabularies, building query support
tools, and understanding the many points-of-view
on the cultural heritage.

Strategy 4:Protection of Intellectual Property
Those responsible for managing information
about cultural heritage. need to understand the
complexity of intellectual property and to administer
associated rights, permissions, and restrictions. Some
"property" may be subject to copyright restrictions,
some may have limits imposed on its use, most if
not all, has a price--the cost of making it available.
For these reasons= the G7 project proposes to
encourage intemational consensus on methods and
guidelines for the administration of intellectual
property rights, including protection against non-
authorized access and use, and appropriate financial

compensation.

Strategy 5:Communication --- An Internet Presence

The G7 project should create a presence on
the Internet as soon as possible to provide a view of
what the project is about. its organization. the
participating institutions. and to offer a forum for
exchange and communication. This presence
requires a computer system or server. where
information about the project resides; including its
main objectives and the overall strategy of
implementation. participant and resource
directories. reference nformation. an interactive
forum. and virtual exhibitions .

Participant directory. A directory of proj ect
participants will increase the proj ect' s visibility and
provide any interested person information about
how to contact participants and th, type of holdings
they have. For ease of searching. participants could
bc classified into various categories. e.g., county,

type of organization, type of documentary holdings,
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and language.

Resource directory. Other on-line cultural
heritage nformation presently accessible through
electronic networks will be identified. Because it
might be difficult or time~)onsuming to locate these
resources. one of the methods of identification will
bc based on a principle of declaration. Any museum
or private or public organization wishing to be
known to the G7 project would describe its
docurnentary resources that are available on the
Intemet using multilingual automated forms, and
submit them to the project server. This method will
also include procedures for validating data integrity
and coherence. Forms for describing holdings will
be simple, efficient, easy to install, and easy to use.

The G7 Multimedia Access to World Cultural
Heritage project should inform and bc informed by
work underway on another G7 project, "Global
Inventory." to insure that cultural heritage resources
have high visibity on the information highway.

A forum ofexchange. The G7 project will
provide an interactive networking tool for assisting
the work of the project as well as other activities in
the cultural sector. Until recently. it had been
necessary to gather specialists in one geographical
location in order for them to work together
effectively. With the arrival of electronic bulletin
boards. listservs. and other interactive forurns. this
is no longer always tue. The proposed forum will
provide a "virtual" place for discussion and debate
to facilitate collaborative work.

Virtual exhibitions. The G7 project will
communicate results broadly. An electronic or
vinual experience for individuals visiting the G7
Intemet site, will demonstrate not only the progress
being made by the G7 project but also offer
intriguing possibilities for cultural heritage in a
multimedia environment. "Virtual visits" will be an
engaging way to use the Intemet for reaching a wide
audience and communicating the importance of
cultwe.

4. Project Management and Administration
Project Plan

A precise and detailed plan for the project
will be developed. This document is a first step in
that planning process.

Cooperative Agreement

A charter will be developed for participants
to formally agree to the terms of the collaboration.
The charter will scope out a framework for the
contribution of information and images, define the
work to be done, and establish a strategy for the
protection of intellectual property rights.

Division of Responsibility

It is important to rely on a division of
responsibility through which participants carry out
tasks. and to use computer systems and the Intemet
to leverage cooperation among projects and areas
of responsibility. For the G7 Multimedia Access
project. Italy will propose the work groups'
organization and the administration of the overall
project; the United States will propose actions
necessary to understand how private enterprise
might become involved in cultural heritage
networks; and France will propose the technical
infiastructwe necessary to carry out the work of the
project. Other responsibilities will bc delegated
according to participants' ongoing work and their
areas of experience and expertise.

Technical Infrastructure

The life-cycle requirements for the technical
infiastructure needed to support the G7 project will
be defined in detail. The requirements analysis will
include specification of the architecture, hardware,
software, programming, implementation procedures,
documentation, on-going maintenance and
technical support. Issues of cost, performance, and
ease-of-use also need consideration in designing the
technical infrastructure. For example. considering
the cost of telecommunications and the need for
fast access, it may be judicious to have several copies

(mirrors) of the project data at several locations.

5. Financing

To date no financial plans have been prepared
since it is too early to estimate the total cost of the
project. Afier the detailed project plan is finalized.
the next step will assess the feasibility, requirrements,
and costs for specific activities. When a cost estimate
is possible, it will be important to review the
resources of governmental organizations and project

participan and to consult with the industrial sector.
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6. Implementation Schedule

The ovenll G7 project is long-term with many
complex and varied activities. Large-scale
digitization, documentary research to index images,
and development of multilingual vocabularies will
all demand time, perhaps decades. Consequently,
the project will be segmented into phases, each with
precise and practical objectives to demonstrate
interim achievements.
Possible Schedule
Establish project plan, priorities, budget

Establish cooperative agreement, management

structures, participant commitments

* Propose, assess and deploy technical
infrastucture

e Implement standards and new access

methodologies

Open first virtual exhibition
e Experiment with results of the CIMI and

Aquarelle projects
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