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Although the field of digital libraries is still young, digital library collections have been built around the world and are being deployed on numerous public web sites. But what is a digital library, exactly? In many respects the best way to characterize the notion is by extension, in terms of actual examples, rather than by intension as in a conventional definition. In a very real sense, digital libraries are whatever people choose to call by the term “digital library.”


The Greenstone Digital Library Software
 provides a way of building and distributing digital library collections, opening up new possibilities for organizing information and making it available over the Internet or on CD-ROM (Witten and Bainbridge, 2003). Produced by the New Zealand Digital Library Project, Greenstone is intended to lower the bar to the construction of practical digital libraries, yet at the same time leave a great deal of flexibility in the hands of the user.

In accordance with the maxim “simple things should be easy, complex things should be possible” new users can quickly put together standard-looking collections from a set of source documents that may be HTML, Word, PDF, or many other formats (Witten et al, 2001). Given an existing collection, it is easy to clone its structure and populate an identical copy with entirely new documents, provided they are in the same formats as those in the existing collection. A more committed user who studies the options that Greenstone offers can personalize the digital library system and create new kinds of collection that take advantage of available metadata to provide different kinds of browsing facilities, which are akin to different perspectives on the collection. Users with programming skills can extend the system by adding modular units called “plugins” that accommodate new document and metadata formats, and new browsing and document access facilities.


Greenstone has been used to make many digital library collections. Some were created within NZDL as demonstration collections. However, the use of Greenstone internationally is growing rapidly, and several web sites show collections created by external users. Most contain unusual and interesting material, and present it in novel and imaginative ways. This paper briefly reviews a selection of Greenstone digital library sites to give a feeling for what public digital libraries are being used for. Examples are given from different countries: China, Germany, India, Russia, UK, US; different kinds of library: historical, educational, cultural, research; different sorts of source material: text, document images, pictures, voice. There are many more examples of Greenstone in other places: this is just a small sampling.
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