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Our project focused on archival realia - three-dimensional objects usually received from donors 

in connection with gifts or purchases of personal papers. Most archives do not actively collect 

realia; rather, these objects are acquired as by-products through the accessioning of archival 

collections, which are generally paper-based or in digital formats. This is due in part to the fact 

that the management of realia is problematic as there is no established standard for describing 

these objects like there is for more traditional archival material. As a result, many archivists 

perceive realia as a burden, which is unfortunate since many of these objects hold tremendous 

research value. 

 

Currently, many archives and libraries rely on database applications geared specifically towards 

archival collections (i.e. Archivists’ Toolkit and Archon), but they neglect the specific metadata 

fields required for sufficiently describing realia. And, because realia is so difficult describe and 

catalog, libraries often avoid the nuisance of doing so. So while these objects are of potential 

value to both researchers and archivists, they are often difficult to locate and their existence is 

not always made clear through the catalog record or finding aid. To compound this issue, the 

preservation of realia is expensive, and the space and money required for their maintenance is 

wasted if they are underused. Thus, an application targeted specifically to the organization of 

and access to realia would help archivists maintain better control over these assets, and would 

also encourage patrons to actually use the objects. Creating such an application was our aim.  
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Our project began with two user interviews to more fully understand the problem facing 

archivists. We met with the Head of the Archives Unit at the University of Michigan Special 

Collections Library, who was our primary client. We also met with the Principal Archivist at the 

Bentley Historical Library. Our client currently uses an excel spreadsheet to keep track of realia, 

which she noted was an inefficient and cumbersome system. From both of these interviews, we 

gained a better understanding of the type of system archivists would need to manage realia. 

Although our system is tailored specifically to our clients’ needs, our hope is that the final 

product will be appropriate for use by the larger archival community.  

 

From these interviews, we created a series of detailed task lists for the major actions a user 

would need to complete in our system, and developed a visualized representation of these tasks. 

This process allowed us to walk through the user’s process and understand exactly what types 

of things would need to be included in the application. Throughout these processes, we spoke 

with our resident expert, Megan, in order to ensure that each of us had an accurate 

understanding of the needs of our client and how that could best be translated into a working 

application. We also spent time talking through and diagramming the best ways to join each of 

the tables, and created a relational database document in order to capture these relationships. 

Our initial database structure involved more complexity than it needed and included some 

duplications, but once identified, we were able to remedy this problem without incident. 

 

From our initial understanding of the project, we planned to create a database that could be 

incorporated into the the current systems that archivists use to communicate the existence of 

archival materials (i.e. Mirlyn). However, we learned early on that this was not a feasible goal for 

our project and that there was, in fact, a more useful way to incorporate realia into existing 

databases. We decided to convert selected fields of data to an XML schema tagged by EAD 
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(Encoded Archival Description) elements. We planned to achieve this by establishing a 

“metadata crosswalk” so that realia could be incorporated into existing finding aids as a 

separate series. Upon further examination, however, we realized that by pre-defining the 

crosswalks, we would be making too many assumptions about the structure of any given finding 

aid. Thus, we decided to simply export the data to an XML schema without pre-defined tags 

which would require users to manually edit the tags by hand-coding. While this would require an 

understanding of EAD, we realized this is a skill that is required of most archivists, and would 

also allow for more flexibility.  

 

Other than the XML export function and the now defunct EAD crosswalk system, the needs of 

our client were fairly straightforward. Our final product is a database application with an easy-to-

use front-end where archivists can manage individual objects as well as larger collections. Our 

system takes into account realia-specific information for which other archival databases do not 

accommodate. We have included the ability to not only add, edit, and delete individual items, 

but do these same tasks with collections, genres, and material types. Users are also able to 

view their entire catalog of realia, listed by associated collection, as well as search for specific 

items within the database. 

 

The structure of individual realia records also reflects the unique quality of these three-

dimensional objects. Users are able to capture such data as location (realia is usually not stored 

in the same place as the parent collection), the dimensions of the object (height, width, length, 

and weight), its material nature, and historical context. In addition, users can enter an 

associated collection that the item is a part of and add genre types (controlled vocabulary used 

to describe collections). Finally, the database allows users to capture the historical context of an 

object and upload a photo of the realia. All of this information is not easily maintained within the 
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current applications that archivists use, and our system allows users to keep records that are 

tailored to these important objects. 

 

The functional aspect of our system uses MySQL and PHP, as well as some Javascript. We’ve 

also styled the application with HTML and CSS, and our export function uses a simple PHP 

script to convert data to XML. Early in the process, we elected to distribute this work separately 

amongst team members, which allowed us to maintain ownership of certain files. As a result, we 

did not need to use a version-control system such as GitHub, but simply shared our files via 

Dropbox. This was a fairly seamless sharing system, and we only encountered small (but 

solvable) problems near the end of the project. 

 

Each team member took ownership of a different aspect of the code, as well as fulfilling other 

duties on the team. Anand acted as our database expert and was in charge of all SQL related 

programming. He also worked as the primary troubleshooter when other team members 

encountered problems with their code. Erin wrote the majority of the PHP for the system, and 

acted as the Project Manager. She set up meetings and sent frequent reminder emails. Nina 

wrote the HTML and CSS for our application. She was the visual designer and created the look 

and feel for our system. Megan was in charge of solving the XML/EAD issue, as well as acting 

as our resident domain expert and usability tester. 

 

The biggest programming issues we were up against included our initial misunderstanding of 

our database relationships. Although we were able to solve this fairly easily, it caused some 

problems in the beginning. Also, we struggled to understand and properly implement our export 

function and how the EAD crosswalk should function within the rest of our code. We also 

encountered average group issues, such as coordinating our busy schedules. This especially 

caused problems when we needed to meet more frequently than once a week, and when we 
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were up against coding problems that could not easily be solved via email. Finally, there were 

some communication issues that resolved in missed meetings and delayed troubleshooting. 

Email did not seem to work as the most effective communication device, and we were unable to 

find a method that worked better.  

 

There is some functionality that we were not able to incorporate into our current application, as it 

was outside of the scope and timeline of our project. Future iterations of our database should be 

more broad-reaching, as it is currently tailored to our client’s needs. As previously discussed, 

the initial structure of the EAD crosswalk we hoped to implement assumed that all repositories 

would structure their documents in this way. Though we worked around this by resolving to have 

users hand-code the EAD, our system would be improved if there was some way to customize 

the EAD output so that it validates automatically and hand-coding is not required. This is a 

limitation of our current system, and we would like to incorporate more exporting options in the 

future. As well, the system would benefit from the ability to sort individual records in more ways, 

such as by genre and location, while the current version only includes the ability to sort by 

collection. We also hoped to add the ability to upload images to accompany our records, which 

did not come to fruition. Finally, archivists would benefit from the ability to add subject headings 

to both individual realia and larger collections in order to better describe and categorize these 

objects.  

 

Although there are some limitations to the first version of our product that restrict users’ actions 

in ways that are not ideal, our system provides a solution to a problem that has heretofore been 

unsolved. The ways in which archivists currently manage realia are inefficient and problematic, 

and Keep It Realia allows users to easily collect and manage all of the necessary data to keep 

track of these important objects. 

Our final product can be found at: http://ageetey.com/664project/index.php 
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Appendix 

Figure 1: Screenshot of page that allows the user to add new realia (add.php) 

 

Figure 2: Screenshot of the main page (index.php) 
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Figure 3: Screenshot of the Edit page (edit.php) 

 


