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Sarah Connolly and Marie-Therese Carmody

Abstract

This article describes the options for computerising and promotion 
of an historic museum collection using modern communication tools 
available through Social Media.

Keywords: Catalogues, Metadata, Social Media

Introduction

The historic setting of Martello Tower no. 2 in Howth is home to the Hurdy Gurdy 
Museum of Vintage Radio. Since 2002 Pat Herbert, the curator, has housed all manner 
of artefacts, relating to the history of communication and general Irish history. As a 
non-profit endeavour, Pat relies heavily on a steady band of radio enthusiasts to main-
tain the museum and keep it open to 
the public. As a result the museum’s 
collection had remained 

13  https://sites.google.com/site/hurdygurdymuseum/home

https://sites.google.com/site/hurdygurdymuseum/home
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uncatalogued. A chance visit to the museum by Marie-Therese resulted in her 
offering her services as a cataloguer of the collection on a voluntary basis. This 
was an opportunity for Marie-Therese to put the theory from her MLIS into 
practice, whilst at the same time offering a perfect developmental project for 
her as an early career librarian. Sarah joined the project at the beginning of 
October, after completing another voluntary cataloguing project. 

Project Scope

The Hurdy Gurdy was a greenfield in terms of cataloguing, providing both 
a rich collection and an enthusiastic management team. The first order of 
business was the evaluation of the IT infrastructure. It became apparent that 
a local server solution was not feasible within the Martello tower itself. One of 
the key objectives was to create a catalogue that would give access to multi-
ple users, especially new audiences. An online public catalogue was identified 
as the best solution. Due to financial constraints an open source solution 
was required. In this second stage the priority was to source the ‘perfect fit’ 
software. We undertook product research and held discussions amongst 
colleagues from our 2012 class, and decided on Omeka.net. Concerns around 
the vagaries of inconsistent network connections and other unforeseen 
circumstances or natural disasters meant that a back-up local catalogue was 
required. We chose Microsoft®Access as our platform. This backup catalogue 
would ensure that if anything did happen to the online Omeka catalogue, the 
metadata collected throughout the project would not be lost. 

Omeka.net

Omeka.net was developed by the Corporation for Digital Scholarship (CDS), 
who are also responsible for the open source storage and referencing solu-
tion Zotero (www.zotero.org). Omeka.net was constructed for museums, to 
archive their artefacts. Utilising cloud computing solutions, functionalities 
such as exhibiting collections online and Google analytic plug-ins made the 
site attractive and user friendly. This was an important consideration as the 
user demographic of the museum indicates a mix of various age groups and 

technical abilities. We had to consider this when choosing our primary digi-
tal platform. If the audience could not interact intuitively with the chosen 
software, it would not be suitable for the project or the museum. From initial 
testing, we as cataloguers found Omeka easy to use. Informal casual audience 
feedback was also positive. For this project it was identified as the ideal solu-
tion to the open source quest. The other advantage that assisted the deci-
sion making process was Omeka’s incorporation of Dublin Core, the primary 
descriptive method within Omeka. The simple nature of the element fields, 
for example ‘creator’ and ‘published by’ allow the ‘non-cataloguer’ an intui-
tive understanding of the item description, and instantly accessible to ‘digital 
tourists’ or those who are not familiar with digital technologies.

Omeka.net comes with free 500MB collection management space which 
seemed ample for the project. This space had the capacity to hold up to 
5,000 images. However, by November it became apparent that given the 
amount of metadata we were collecting and the fact that we wanted to 
include more than one image per item/artefact, we would need to invest in 
the Silver package of Omeka for the annual fee of $99. This is a cost that we 
were happy to absorb personally and will continue to do so. The improved 
functionality offered a more comprehensive online platform to illustrate and 
made the most of the museum’s collection. The additional space allowed the 
upload of more images with each artefact. This ensured that audiences could 
see all aspects of the physical objects within the collection. Realistically, we 
know that the majority of our audience will not be able to visit in person, so 
providing comprehensive catalogue records is key to our operation within the 
museum. This upgrade also provided us with the added ability to showcase 
each specific collection within the museum via an online exhibition platform. 
The showcasing of the collection in its entirety in an online environment 
allowed for maximum exposure that was not constricted by physical space. 
This virtual museum actually allowed visitors to experience more of the collec-
tion that they could have within the confined space of the Martello Tower. 

The cloud computing solution Dropbox.com was used for file sharing and 
storage of the Access database which complemented the Omeka catalogue. 

http://www.zotero.org
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These solutions allow for a smooth transition of the 
project workflow. The image and data collection 
are completed every weekend, whilst we are on 
site. We then update and provide an image title 
and identifier, upload to Dropbox, thus ensuring 
a smooth transition for the catalogue update. We 
have developed and standardised the cataloguing 
policy. The key feature of this is the use of a format 
for image capture. A white background and a 
visible ruler alongside the artefact are captured in 
every image, providing consistency for both our 
team and our audience. We are in the process of 
sourcing an appropriate colour separator chart to 
include alongside the images. 

Access Database

A local Access database was created to provide 
a fail-safe mechanism against account losses or 
another incident.

Access provides collection analysis using pivot 
tables which allow for swift and effective data 
manipulation to give insight into the collection 
components. We can tell for example, how many 
items from the 1950s are held in the Postcard 
Collection by dragging and dropping a field 
heading into the correct pivot area. Many media 
production companies use the museum as a source 
of paraphernalia for their films and TV shows. The 
pivot table facility will really assist Pat and his team 
when scouting for artefacts from particular time 
periods. Creating entries in the Access database 
also generates a unique identification number 

per item. Manually inputting this number into the 
Omeka catalogue allows a cross reference of the 
items between the two systems. Physical mark-
ers displaying this number connect items to their 
catalogue entry. As we began to virtually classify 
items, the activity surrounding this allowed us to 
re-evaluate the exhibits within the museums phys-
ical space. While the catalogue was taking shape 

Clockwise from above: Omeka item public view, Omeka item 
cataloguers view, Omeka home part screen, and pivot table
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online, we began to construct mirrored collections 
within the museum itself, areas such as a valve 
corner, an Irish history space and an Ever Ready® 
dry battery display.

Hurdy Gurdy Special Collections

There are a number of special collections within 
the museum, such as radios, batteries, stamps, 
telegrams, valves, household products and histor-
ical documents from the foundation of the Irish 
state amongst items relating to the history of tele-
communications. With the upcoming anniversaries 
including the 1913 lockout, 1916 Easter Rising, 1919 
War of Independence and the 1922 Civil War, we recognised that certain areas 
of the collection would generate more interest. However, we were still limited 
in how much information we could impart via the catalogue to our online 
audience. Catalogue entries required extensive research while trying to estab-
lish the provenance of some of the more obscure items. This lack of ability to 
impart the peripheral knowledge we were accumulating around the collec-
tion was frustrating for the team. For this reason a blog was set up to capture 
details of the research and interesting fact finds.

Using Social Media & Crowdsourcing Solutions

Through a conversation between Sarah and Pat one day at the Museum, it 
became apparent to us, that Twitter was the modern communication equiv-
alent of Marconi and De Forest who had both worked within the Martello 
tower. This could be a solution to our urge to provide our online audience 
with further detail about the museum and its varied collections. A Twitter 
account was created for the Hurdy Gurdy, and we began promoting the 
collection to as wide an audience as possible.14 Thus began our small effort to 

14 #hurdygurdyproject

follow in the footsteps of the National Library of Ireland who have increased 
their audience engagement via Twitter and Flickr, by putting a more ‘human’ 
face on a national institution. Joe Guilfoyle, who is an expert in valves, teleg-
raphy etc., had already set up a website for the museum and other volunteers 
connected with the museum had created a Facebook page. The addition 
of Twitter to the museum’s online presence is set to enhance the museum’s 
audience interaction.

Our initial strategy began with following people and organisations that 
were somehow associated with radio, history, and museums. Very quickly 
we received ‘retweets’, favourites and our steady band of ‘followers’ started 
to increase. The weekend that Sarah ‘tweeted’ images of a receipt for the 
1929 Fianna Fáil national collection we received a huge amount of interest. 
As Marie-Therese had set up Google analytics on our Omeka site, it was easy 
to calculate when our audience had been viewing the collection and what 
was of particular interest. We could see first-hand the impact that Twitter was 
having on the visits to the online catalogue.

This interest encouraged us in our efforts in highlighting the collection to as 
wide an audience as possible. So we refocused our efforts on cataloguing the 

Google analytics
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Irish ephemera within the museum’s collection. As with everything concern-
ing the operation of the catalogue and the metadata collection, this is a 
team effort. We both tweet and manage the Twitter interaction for the site, 
in between our day jobs. Sarah, who has a background in history, tends to 
get more involved in the dissemination of information relating to the history 
behind the artefacts on Twitter. Marie-Therese deals with the more technical 
tweets, as she has a background in engineering and physics. This ‘human 
interaction’ in turn has elicited more followers. The real bonus of social media 
to the team is how easy it is to connect with our audience via our smart-
phones, laptops, and tablets as we go about our daily lives away from the 
museum. 

Twitter has proved invaluable, as we have shared items from the collection 
with not only our Irish followers, but have engendered interest as far afield 
as Rio and the United States. On any given weekend, we can have visitors 
through the door from Japan, Luxembourg or the Ukraine and our social 
media platform means that they can extend their interaction long after they 
walk out the door. Twitter, Facebook, the website not to mention the Omeka 
catalogue enable us to spread our ‘Hurdy Gurdy’ net even further. For exam-
ple, we have regular conversations now with a follower in San Francisco who 
is Irish, broadcasting a radio show of pre-1950s recordings. These are connec-
tions we could not have made through the normal avenues available to a 
small independent museum. During the Christmas break, we created a blog 
for the Hurdy Gurdy. Overtime we hope to increase the amount of interest in 
our collection, in the Martello tower itself and in the history of communication 
within the island of Ireland. Overall the development for us both has been 
extensive and we have thoroughly enjoyed working with the team at the 
Hurdy Gurdy Museum of Vintage Radio.

Next Steps

This project has been invaluable for us to gain practical experience in devel-
oping an online catalogue. The challenges placed by financial, technological 
and physical constraints have been overcome by the use of open source 

software, cloud computing solutions, social media tools and crowdsourcing. 
The Hurdy Gurdy collection spans a significant period of Irish as well as tele-
communications history. The museum is dependent on the support of visitors 
for its viability. By moving the collection catalogue to an online platform the 
collection has new opportunities to reach a global audience. Information 
management has practical, concrete applications that essentially provide solu-
tions for organisation, storage and access, these new tools and solutions mark 
the next phase in the development of this field.

We wish to thank Pat and staff at the Hurdy Gurdy museum for all their 
support and for allowing us to develop this project. We welcome queries 
from colleagues who wish to learn more about the project and solutions we 
implemented.

Sarah Connolly, MLIS, Library Assistant, John Hand Library, All Hallows 
College and Cataloguer at Ye Olde Hurdy Gurdy Museum of Vintage Radio; 
Marie-Therese Carmody, MLIS, Cataloguer at Ye Olde Hurdy Gurdy Museum of 
Vintage Radio.
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