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Figure 1 Sequence of XSLT transformations

Essentially, item-level information is drawn from many problem (and for other practical reasons), Price, Folsom,
different levels of the constituent finding aids (from <c01> Pitti, and Brett Barney, an encoding specialist on the
through <c05>) and redeployed in a “flat” file structure, so project, developed a system of identification which embeds
that all item-level information about poetry manuscripts is in the union finding aid relationships between manuscripts
expressed at the same level (<c01>). For a more detailed of Whitman poems and the conceptual “work” they

illustration of the stylesheet, and to see how the component
EAD files are gathered see Flgl}re 2. . Figure 3 Second stylesheet organizes related manuscript items as
Next, a second stylesheet (Figure 3) organizes related <c02>s within <c01>s
manuscript items as <c02>s within <c01>s.
A third stylesheet transforms the EAD Integrated Guide
to HTML for display in the browser. In this way, we are
able to display and group all drafts of a particular poem
together.
To see the Integrated Guide to Walt Whitman’s Poetry
Manuscripts, go to http://whitmanarchive.org and click on
“Manuscripts.”
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The first attempt to generate the integrated union finding

aid was exciting (i.e. the stylesheets flattened the files as

desired), but grouping the poetry drafts was impossible

without some means of identifying like drafts. As noted

earlier, Whitman was amazingly prolific, and he did not

consistently name his poetry drafts in ways that logically

or meaningfully grouped the drafts. To address this

Figure 2 First stylesheet gathers all component EAD files and
creates a flat <c01>
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contribute to. The title of the “work™ is derived from the
final manifestation of the poem, most often the version
Whitman published in his final, or “deathbed,” edition

of Leaves of Grass (1892). For example, manuscript
drafts of poetic lines that were later incorporated into
“Song of Myself” are flagged with the ID for that poem.
This innovative encoding of an individual manuscript’s
relationship to a Whitman “work” allows us to enable a
highly-valuable, automated organization of the integrated
finding guide: we can group all dispersed manuscripts that
relate to a specific poem. The use of “work” identifiers,
for example, will allow a user of the integrated guide to
use a well-known title, such as “When Lilacs Last in the
Dooryard Bloom’d,” to perform searches and retrieve
several manuscripts — from notes to lists of words to trial
lines to corrected proofs — that may be held at different
repositories.

Conclusion

On the access side, the project is providing researchers
an opportunity to experiment with methods for virtually
reintegrating dispersed collections of Whitman manuscript
materials using the standard for archival description,
EAD; on the social and intellectual side, the project
offers an unusual opportunity to experiment with a
deeper engagement between scholars and archivists, in
which scholars might enrich the item-level descriptions
of archival materials. Through the coordinated effort of
a large number of libraries and institutions, the project
has demonstrated how best to utilize and integrate EAD
records made and maintained at disparate institutions by
different creators.

By applying EAD consistently and by taking
advantage of XML and XSLT, the project team has been
able to develop a virtual collection of Whitman poetry
manuscripts. Though archivists and librarians may not
typically construct virtual collections (Westbrook’s, 2002),
there may be times when manuscripts of a particular
individual are so scattered that a virtual collection may
be the only way in which to make sense of chaos. The
collaborative team for the Whitman’s project has found
that the different perspectives brought from each of the
communities (scholars, librarians, and archivists) has
enriched discussions and offered a creative approach to
uniting split collections.
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Whether a particular collection in an archive has a
finding aid with a single summary description or a more
detailed finding aid is determined by the priorities of
individual repositories. While scholarly and general
user interests are a factor in setting such priorities, many
factors may be considered in making decisions concerning
collection processing and retrospective conversion of
finding aids. Rarely does an archive have the luxury of
creating item-level descriptions for manuscript or other
collections.

Occasionally, however, there are collections of such
importance that item-level descriptions are essential. We
believe that Whitman’s role as a foundational figure in the
US merits this approach. Few of America’s great writers
continue to generate as much interest in the wider culture
as the poet of Leaves of Grass. Over a century after his
death, Whitman is a vital presence in cultural memory:
television shows and films depict him, musicians allude
to him, advertisers appropriate him, schools and bridges
are named after him, and politicians invoke him. Truck
stops, think tanks, summer camps, corporate centers, and
shopping malls bear his name. He is part of the very fabric
of American life, its past, present, and no doubt future as
well.

Electronic access to manuscripts offers opportunities
for studying his scattered works that were unimaginable
in the past. When our project began, the Walt Whitman
Archive was receiving an average of 3,000 visits per
day. As of January 2004, the site averages 10,000 visits
per day. Based on the experience of the Walt Whitman
Archive and the usage of the site, we believe that the
general framework for developing the unified finding
guide, with enhanced descriptive work by scholars, is
worth replicating in other research communities to enrich
resources pertaining to other highly significant writers or
topics.
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