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Allison Levy, Director, Brown University Digital Publications 

Launched in 2020 to celebrate, document, and encourage new innovations in the publication of 
digital humanistic scholarship, Adventures in Digital Publishing has now completed five episodes, 
each showcasing and exploring enhanced and interactive digital books that have been published by 
university presses. The series has brought to light the many kinds of collaborations forged and 
tested by publishing born-digital projects as well as the wide range of forms that engaged and 
responsible scholarship can take, such as multimodal monographs or podcasts, for example. This 
panel will provide a broad overview of the genesis of the series, what we’ve learned from the case 
studies, and what trends we see ahead both for this genre of scholarly work within the publishing 
ecosystem.  

Now for the genesis. Adventures in Digital Publishing grew out of a summit co-hosted by Brown 
University and Emory University on multimodal digital monographs. Though the summit took place 
virtually in spring 2021, planning for the event dates to 2019 and, thus, predates the start of the 
webinar series – though these two endeavors are closely intertwined. 

Let me go back still further. Efforts to reimagine the monograph for the 21st century started in 2014 
with the launch of the Mellon Foundation’s Digital Monograph Initiative. Inclusive of a small handful 
of planning grants that led up to the official 2014 launch, the Foundation awarded $32.78 million in 
grants to 44 organizations (some receiving multiple grants) between 2011 and 2020. While a large 
part of Mellon’s investment went to building out the digital infrastructure available to university 
presses, the Foundation also sought to support the community of scholars seeking to legitimate the 
expanded possibilities that digital publication offered for developing and presenting their research. 
To this end, a smaller number of grants was awarded to institutions experimenting with university-
based models of support for faculty, ranging from developmental editing and design support to 
assistance in placing the work with suitable publishers.  

In February 2018, the Mellon Foundation hosted an all-projects meeting for many of the 
institutional support grantees. Representatives of these projects gathered in New York to share 
progress and challenges with one another during what were still germinal days. During this period, 
the Foundation also convened project teams from the university press cohort to promote 
collaboration between platform and tool developers. Three years later, with the encouragement of 
Mellon’s Public Knowledge program, two of the grantees, Brown and Emory, sought to foster a more 
comprehensive conversation, including, for the first time, the scholars’ perspective. 
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With a focus on scholarly content, the summit convened scholars, digital content developers, and 
representatives from university presses. Case studies of eight recently published or in-
development works provided the basis for in-depth, evidence-based discussions about the most 
pressing concerns and challenges facing stakeholders in digital scholarly publishing. Participants 
considered questions of cross-institutional collaboration, community engagement, professional 
development, open access, peer review, metadata and discoverability, preservation, and 
sustainability. Although the summit focused on a selection of projects supported by the Mellon 
Foundation’s Digital Monographs Initiative, the presentations and generative discussions that 
followed raised important concerns and opportunities that extend well beyond the initial aims of 
the featured projects – chief among them to promote greater inclusion and equitable access of 
diverse voices as the development, validation, and dissemination of multimodal digital 
monographs continues to unfold. A year following the summit, Sarah McKee (then at Emory, now at 
ACLS) and I published a white paper, “Multimodal Digital Monographs: Content, Collaboration, 
Community,” which served as a starting point, to acknowledge the work that was already under 
way, to learn what we could from it, and to seek viable, sustainable means of furthering our shared 
mission to increase the visibility and reach of humanities scholarship to audiences both within and 
beyond the academy. 

We conceived of Adventures in Digital Publishing as a means not only to keep the conversation 
going but, above all, to expand it. We were committed to continuing to feature entire project teams, 
including the authors, but we also sought to showcase new scholarly forms created beyond the 
Mellon family of grantees. In addition to thinking more broadly about the case studies, we wanted to 
reach those presses that had not yet published born-digital work. Aware of the growing interest 
from authors, we wanted to help grow interest on the publisher side. The AUPresses membership 
was thus the obvious audience for our objectives. We remain deeply grateful to the Digital 
Publishing Committee, the Library Relations Committee, and the Open Access Committee for their 
encouragement and support to launch and grow the series. 

 

Ana Maria Jimenez-Moreno, Acquisitions Editor at The Ohio State University Press 

Launched in 2020 to celebrate, document, and encourage new innovations in the publication of 
digital humanistic scholarship, Adventures in Digital Publishing has completed five episodes. This 
panel will give a broad overview of the genesis of the Emory, Brown, and AUPresses partnership, 
what they have learned about the challenges and opportunities in these collaborations, and what 
trends they see ahead for this genre of scholarly work and how it has impacted the scholarly 
ecosystem. The series has brought to light the many kinds of relationships forged and tested by 
publishing born-digital projects and it has also showcased the wide range of forms engaged and 
responsible scholarship can take, such as multimodal/multimedia, album, podcast, etc. Finally, 
the panelists will turn to the impact these publications have made in the field, for academic 
publishing, in the careers of the scholars who participated, and what they anticipate will be the 
conversation moving forward. 
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Mae Velloso-Lyons, Associate Director, Fox Center for Humanistic Inquiry, Emory University  

We’ve talked about how this series started and about some of the common threads that we’ve seen 
emerge in the different episodes. In the last section of this presentation, I’m going to reflect on the 
changes we’ve observed since starting the series and how that is shaping how we’re taking it 
forward. 

One of the major shifts that we’ve observed across the landscape of scholarly publishing has been 
the increasing visibility of innovative digital publications. This has happened both as part of and 
parallel to a much larger uptake of open access book publication, which necessarily requires digital 
editions and so has helped to normalize scholarly books being available on the web (which is not to 
suggest that there still isn’t resistance or skepticism from some quarters). For those of us who work 
directly with authors, this means that they very often have examples of other projects in mind when 
they think about possibilities for their own books. The downside of this is that there is still a real 
blurriness between digital humanities projects and digital books, which can mean that something 
that looks really cutting-edge and engaging to users doesn’t necessarily have the lifespan an author 
would expect from a long-form research publications, so there needs to be a lot of expectation 
management. There is also a lot of obscurity around how these projects are funded, so authors 
often don't have a sense of what is or isn’t possible for their publisher or their institution. So while 
visibility and recognition have increased, confusion may also have increased!  

On the publisher side, while there is more familiarity with digital books, that doesn’t mean that the 
production process is any more transparent; so there is still a lot of hesitation among presses to 
make changes to their well-oiled workflow for the sake of a less established book format, especially 
for smaller presses who have limited people hours to allot to each project. This is especially the 
case when we move from verbatim open access editions, in PDF or EPUB or even HTML, to any 
digital project which either varies from its standard print counterpart or doesn’t have a print 
counterpart at all. Even if a digital edition is only minorly different from a print edition–for example, 
including audiovisual resources or dynamic rather than static maps, the necessary adjustments to 
the workflow make many presses understandably hesitant to experiment. 

As a result, we've decided that our web series should showcase not only the most technically 
innovative projects, but also those which use out-of-the-box technical solutions to expand the 
function and types of content possible in a scholarly book. Even with the simplest tech stack, there 
are new workflows required around permissions, peer review, metadata, and we believe it will be 
helpful to publishers to see the behind-the-scenes work for these sorts of lower-hanging digital 
publication options. 

Indeed, we’ve seen that even among projects which use the same platform or deploy the same 
technical stack, there are wide variations in the collaborations which underpin them, for example: 
some authors work directly with developers (e.g. with research funding), so the press has minimal 
contact with the development side; some presses work directly with vendors; and some presses 
partner with digital scholarship staff at universities. We therefore want to keep showcasing the nitty 
gritty of collaborations and being transparent about what they relied on in terms of funding, staffing, 
programmatic support; how communication worked, what the timelines were, who was 
contributing what, and where there were pain points. 
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While it’s clear to us that university press staff remain an extremely important audience for our web 
series, not least because in many fields they are considered the gold standard in scholarly book 
publishing and handle many of the book projects which support the tenure and promotion of 
faculty authors, the diversity of collaborations behind the projects we’ve already showcased (and 
others that are on our list to showcase in future episodes) has drawn attention to the relevance of 
these conversations to other folks in the scholarly publishing landscape. This includes staff at 
digital scholarship centers at universities, scholarly communications staff in libraries and research 
institutes, authors themselves, students of publishing (like some of you here today), and even the 
community of software developers who partner regularly with researchers on digital dissemination 
projects. 

As we move forward, we're therefore aiming to expand how we promote our episodes, both in terms 
of the live conversation, which we invite folks to attend remotely, and how we share our recordings. 
Our episodes are around 75 minutes long and aim to cover the whole of the publication process, 
from research idea through acquisition, review, production, and promotion, so we’re working on 
making shorter and more easily digestible clips from our recordings for audiences interested in 
particular segments of the publishing process. We're also discussing future episodes that would be 
issue-based rather than focusing on a single publication, for example, an episode on funding 
models, or on peer review for digital projects, and it would be great to hear if you have suggestions 
of episode topics that you’d find helpful. 

From our vantage point as producers of the AiDP series, the past few years have led us to believe 
that the future of digital publishing is bright, but we recognize that it is still incredibly uneven and 
the source of many misapprehensions, so we believe that programs like this which facilitate 
knowledge sharing and foster community remain an important tool to empower everyone involved 
in the publishing process. Thank you. 

 


