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s libraries, museums, and

archives offer more and

more research materials
online, scholars are being forced to
respond. Rather than seeing them-
selves as merely using the Web to
access materials that only a year ago
were hard to obtain, some scholars
here at NYU are reconsidering their
entire relationship with digital con-
tent. In doing so, they are finding a
need not only to use the Web, but
also to take part in the development
of web applications.

The Modiya project, a collab-
oration of the ITS Faculty Tech-
nology Center (FTC), the ITS Aca-
demic Computer Services (ACS)
Humanities Computing Group, ITS
eServices, the NYU Digital Library
Team, and NYUW’s Center for Reli-

gent cultural phenomena—from the
popularization of the Kabbalah and
Internet Jewish matchmaking ser-
vices to the Talmud on CD-ROM,
Hasidic reggae, and Schindler’s List
tours. As a result of these meet-
ings, the group’s spokespersons,
Professor Barbara Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett (Department of Perfor-
mance Studies, Tisch School of the
Arts) and Professor Jeffrey Shandler
(Department of Jewish Studies, Rut-
gers University), invited the ITS FTC
and Humanities Computing Group
to join the project.!

In the months that followed, a
series of conversations about using
the Web to promote new research,
teaching, and scholarly exchange
led to the development of the Modiya
(“messenger,” in Hebrew) online
curriculum pilot, available at http://
modiya.nyu.edu. This pilot trans-
forms DSpace—a freely available
software package developed by MIT
Libraries and Hewlett-Packard (HP)
for storing, indexing, preserving,
and redistributing digital content—
into a tool for collaborative authoring
and teaching.2
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Figure 1. Sample Modiya Metadata

1. Special thanks also to Nicola Monat-Jacobs (ITS eServices) and Joe Lee (ITS student employee).

2. http://www.dspace.org/
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"The Huppah In the Sukkah," Toronto, 2003. The avant-garde wedding celebration of
video and performance artist Mellssa Shiff and media scholar Louls Kaplan Included
projectlons of sacred Hebrew texts onto both bride and groom during the ceremaony.

Within the long-standing characterization of Jews as a "people of
the book" lie a host of cultural, sociological, and historically specific
assumptions that require systematic examination. This curriculum
module outlines some of the key approaches to the study of
Jewishness, as they relate to historically evolving technologies,
institutions, and cultural practices of textual inscription, storage,
transmission, dissemination, consumption, and reading.
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Figure 2. Modiya content is organized into adaptable units and topics.

In doing so, the pilot curriculum
advocates a new way of thinking
about producing content for the
classroom. As the scholars involved
with the project describe it, it’s a way
of working “inductively.” Modiya
members begin with the content and
work up and out to construct the
larger theoretical and methodolog-
ical frameworks for research and
instruction.

Sounds great, right? But how does
Modiya work? First, scholars are
granted membership in the Modiya
community, which allows them to
contribute digital content (anything
from a video clip to a web page to
an essay or collection of links). They
are then asked to describe this con-
tent using a metadata protocol the
Modiya community has developed
in conversation with ITS and NYU
Libraries staff. This metadata, which
is particularly concerned with layers
of remediation,® helps guarantee the
long-term preservation of the con-
tent produced, while also allowing
this content to be displayed in a dig-
ital environment. Information about
plug-ins needed to view a particular
file format is included, along with
more traditional bibliographic infor-
mation such as the author of a work
or the title of an image as well as

information about each remediation
(see figure 1, p. 27).

Of course, even the process of
establishing proper metadata has
not been without its challenges. Who
is the author of a website that com-
bines multiple elements and changes
over time? Does a website have a
publisher? A publication date? How
best to capture the idea that the
digital image taken from an auc-
tion website for its content is also
an artifact in its own right? How will
capturing this data benefit not only
archivists but also media scholars?
As more and more content is sub-
mitted to the project, these questions
fuel further discussions about how
best to document media artifacts
and how to make this documentation
useful to present Modiya community
members as well as future scholars
and technologists.

Regardless of the challenges of
describing digital content, Modiya
ensures that once content is sub-
mitted to the project it becomes
readily available to the Modiya com-
munity at large and can be used by
any member to author new content.
To do so, community members can
create units (for example, on textual
practices, religious travel, mediating
ritual, film festivals, or Haredi media)

3. http://english.ttu.edu/kairos/6.1/reviews/blakesley/glossary.html#remediation
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and specific topics within them (see
figure 2). Topics, which generally
take the form of case studies, can
range from a discussion of a website,
such as the Lower East Side Tene-
ment Museum’s web presence, to
mediations of a single work, such as
Anne Frank: Diary of a Young Girl.

These units and topics can then
evolve as members of the community
contribute new content to the Modiya
project. For example, the topic
of Anne Frank has now grown to
include Broadway musicals and films,
including Japanese anime, based on
the Diary, the Anne Frank House,
and artists’ projects that explore the
sacralization of Anne Frank. Once
a topic is developed, it can be fea-
tured in a unit. Each unit includes
an introduction, a curated section
of scholarly resources, suggestions
regarding how to teach the unit, pos-
sible research projects, and how the
material might relate to other topics
and units in the Modiya project.

Drawing on the project’s content,
any member of the Modiya commu-
nity can create units and topics by
using a series of interfaces designed
by the FTC and ACS Humanities staff
and accessible via the Web. In addi-
tion to these interfaces, ACS staff also
developed a commenting system for
the Modiya project that allows mem-
bers to comment directly on a given
topic or unit (comments can be read
by anyone, but only Modiya members
and subscribers may post them).

The result is a curated online
space of ideas and resources—part
archive, part classroom, part exhi-
bition—that invites visitors to make
their own connections among var-
ious topics and to contribute to them.
Modiya project members call their
initiative an example of "research-
centered pedagogy” and feel that
their efforts will not only inform how
they teach but also what they teach
and, more specifically, how they for-
mulate their object of study.

An open source, collaborative
approach not only to software devel-
opment but also to scholarship and



teaching presents certain challenges.
While software developers have long
debated the pros and cons of open
source or free software, questioning
everything from the quality of code
produced to the long-term commit-
ment of individuals to any one com-
munity, researchers and instructors
are just beginning to consider the
issues at stake.

Often, when ideas about work
processes are adapted from one
context into another, new challenges
arise, which force all those involved
to reconsider their initial goals and
objectives. As scholars see an ever
greater need to develop their own
technologies in support of their
studies, what institutional resources
will be required to create sustain-
able solutions? How will decisions
get made? And who will be involved
in the process? What impact will
the process have on expectations
surrounding scholarship as well as
instruction? Who will guarantee the
long-term upkeep of materials?

No doubt, customizing freely
available digital library software such
as DSpace encourages both scholars
and technologists to think broadly
about these questions, but no open
source software has as yet provided
a definitive solution. As evidenced
from the experience of the Modiya
project’s participants, customizing
nonproprietary software can, at best,
serve as a point of departure for tack-
ling the challenges facing research
and teaching in an increasingly dig-
ital and networked university.

DISCUSSION

During the course of the Modiya
Project, the author conducted a series
of conversations with Professor
Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and
Professor Jeffrey Shandler about
some of the less tangible aspects
of developing the Modiya/DSpace
online curriculum. We have provided
excerpts from our conversations here
in the hope that these reflections will
prove of interest to anyone consid-
ering the development of an online
curriculum.

+ The term “open source” has
Qcome up numerous times dur-
ing the course of this project, both when
we discussed software solutions and
when we searched for ways to charac-
terize the group’s desire to cultivate a
new approach to scholarship and teach-
ing. While I have a good sense of what
the term “open source” means in the
context of software development, | was
wondering if you could speak to what
“open source” means in the context of
the Modiya project?

A.“Open source” means collec-

+ tive creation and openness to
all who choose to participate. In the
case of the Working Group on Jews,
Media, and Religion, this approach
governs everything we do. It means
sharing resources and working col-
laboratively. We place a premium on
process as a mode of collective dis-
covery. The group is diverse and the
style is egalitarian, inclusive, and col-
legial. One of our members comment-
ed that our group “is a very nurturing
place to think creatively.” What better
model for teaching and scholarship?

In an increasingly proprietary
world, the open source ethos is all
the more important. That ethos is
relevant not only to technology, but
to our entire way of working, which
is why we have adopted the term
“open source.” The immediate ben-
efits include access to unlimited and
varied expertise and fostering of cre-
ative synergies to produce an acces-
sible collective good. Short term, the
open source model is a highly pro-
ductive way of working. Long term,
the open source model allows for the
continued collective and incremental
development of a project.

As for drawbacks, much depends
on the self-organizing nature of the
collective endeavor, which in our
case starts with a lively face-to-face
group that meets regularly, but which
will, when Modiya is launched, open
out to a wider network. Can we rep-
licate in the online environment the
kind of excitement we generate in
our face-to-face meetings? As the
network widens, issues of focus,
quality, and control will arise.

The Modiya/DSpace curriculum
experience has made us realize, first,
that with the Faculty Technology
Center’s expert technical assistance,
we can not only use open source
software as we would a commer-
cial package, but actually help in its
development; and second, that the
open source model can inspire the
way that we work as scholars and
teachers. This experience is per-
fectly suited to our commitment to a
research-centered pedagogy within
a field of emerging knowledge. We
place a premium on developing
research and teaching in tandem,
and Modiya is designed to support
this approach.

+ Authorship has come up in
Q many ways during the course of
developing the DSpace model. Perhaps
you could talk about some of the issues
that you have encountered when think-
ing about producing digital content?
How do these issues relate to your expe-
rience with teaching and scholarship in
other media? How are they changing
your experience (and expectations) in
other media?

A,We are trying to strike a bal-

+ance between our collective
identity and individual authorship.
First, several of our members were
wary about putting so much effort
into a digital project, which they
consider intangible and ephemeral
compared to a print publication.
Second, those who are coming up
for tenure or looking for academic
positions were worried that this kind
of project—digital and curricular—
would not count towards tenure and
that they should focus their ener-
gies on peer-reviewed print publica-
tions. Third, we felt it was important
to acknowledge individual contri-
butions to Modiya and for users to
have confidence in the expertise that
goes into particular units.

We are therefore asking the
group to designate an editor for
each unit so as to establish a point
person. This will make it easier to
coordinate the work as the project
expands and more people are
involved. It will also let users refer
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their queries to one person, who
can coordinate responses. We also
hope that the editor designation
will motivate members, particularly
those concerned about tenure or
getting hired, since they will be able
to claim authorship. We are also
stressing that the Modiya project is
a strength in the case they make for
their teaching.

Regarding digital authorship
in relation to our experience in
teaching and scholarship, several of
us have co-authored publications
and worked collaboratively on exhi-
bitions, films, conferences, and other
projects. What is different here is the
open, incremental nature of Modiya,
with the potential for a longer term
and much larger collaborative net-
work than anything we have done in
the past.

+ What types of community or

¢ scholarly networks do you see
the DSpace module promoting? What
types of exchanges do you foresee hap-
pening online and off as a result of the
Modiya/DSpace curriculum?

+We are hoping with Modiya

+ to make an intervention with-
in Jewish Studies, a field whose
strengths are in the areas of text,
Jewish thought, and history, by
showing what Jews, Media, and
Religion might offer as a subject for
teaching and research and by pro-
viding curated resources to support
those efforts. We are also hoping to
contribute to other fields of study.
Working inductively from particu-
lar case studies, our theoretical and
methodological contributions arise
from the cultural specificity of the
Jewish phenomena we study, but
our way of working is more widely
applicable, and we encourage com-
parative approaches.

+Do you feel the Modiya/
Q DSpace curriculum promotes
new approaches to translating different
language materials?
A.We would like to explore this

+ topic. First, we want Modi-
ya to be international and multilin-
gual. Although the interface is cur-
rently only in English, we hope to

be able to accommodate submis-
sions in other languages. A particu-
lar challenge is managing languages
in other alphabets, notably Hebrew
and Yiddish, especially when these
languages appear on the same pages
as English.

+ Has developing the Modiya
Qproject caused you to think dif-
ferently about how you get feedback,
what feedback you want to encourage,
and the relationship between feedback
and your teaching and scholarship?
A + We are still trying to think this

+through, as is evident from
the ongoing process of developing
an effective commenting system. We
have several goals with respect to
feedback:

1. We want users to contribute to
the site and help to build it. This
process might start with com-
ments and feedback and evolve
into a more active role in creat-
ing part of the site.

2. Discussion among users, whether
about the content or about teach-
ing the content, would enrich the
project and help to build net-
works and community.

3. We are hoping for feedback that
would let us improve the site
in relation to how it is actually
being used by scholars, teachers,
and students.

4. We are thinking about ways of
managing feedback, comments,
and discussion so that we can
more easily convert some com-
ments into elements of the site,
monitor comments for relevance,
and find a way of structuring the
commenting area for effective
retrieval.

+How has the Modiya/DSpace
Q project allowed you to reconsider
your role in preserving digital content?
What new questions has it raised for
you regarding the preservation of media
materials and who should be involved
in this process? Also, what are some of
the issues concerning access and data
loss that have arisen during the course
of the project?

A + The ephemeral factor is a major

+concern, and not only for the
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duration of Modiya. How long will it
continue to be developed? What will
be its post-development phase? Will
it become a record of itself? And, if
so, how long can it stay up and con-
tinue functioning without constant
maintenance? This is the downside
of an incremental networked proj-
ect in a digital environment. There
would seem to be a need for two
levels of maintenance: active, for as
long as the site continues to develop;
and routine, for as long as the site
continues to be accessed.

These questions are further com-
plicated by the transitory nature
of digital material we include on
Modiya, the limited access of pro-
prietary material, issues of intellec-
tual property and fair use, and the
status of electronic publication of
original content. Not only do URLs
change, requiring regular updating
of the site, but also many online
readings are accessible only through
libraries that subscribe to particular
journals or proprietary databases in
which they are included. An issue
for us is our role in creating a dig-
ital archive of websites we consider
to be important cultural artifacts—
either capturing them at a partic-
ular moment in their development or
preserving them, knowing that they
won’t be there forever in any form.
Books go out of print. Where do dig-
ital projects go?

+In your own description of the
Q larger objectives of your work-
ing group on Jews, Media, and Religion,
you indicated an interest in focusing not
only on media artifacts, but also on the
history of these artifacts’ reception and
exchange. How has the Modiya/DSpace
project allowed you to do this?
A.To take but one example,

+which arose in our work
on museums, we considered how
museums extend beyond their
buildings through websites that
allow them not only to communi-
cate with their audiences, but also
to provide online access to col-
lections and exhibitions. In some
cases, a museum may only exist
online, such as The Jewish Museum

Continued on p. 33 >>





