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Syed Amaanullah is a Senior Product Manager at ITHAKA. He 
currently leads ITHAKA’s efforts to utilize AI in making special 
collections and archival processing more efficient for libraries and 
cultural institutions around the world. Along with this exciting new 
initiative, Syed has been instrumental in the development and 
strategy of ITHAKA’s Infrastructure Services portfolio of products 
and services over the last several years, including the launch of 
Shared and Preserved Collections in 2023. 

Prior to joining ITHAKA in 2020, Syed has served as a product leader 
at reputable organizations in the United States of America, including 
ProQuest, the University of Michigan and the Public Broadcasting 
Service (PBS). 



We are a not-for-profit with a mission to improve 
access to knowledge and education for people 
around the world.
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Guiding principles

We proceed 
cautiously
and don’t get 
ahead of our 
understanding.

We use 
technology 
in ways that 
uphold our 
values.

We empower 
people, we do 
not replace them.

We collaborate 
and share 
knowledge with 
the academic 
community.



The digital collections 
stewardship landscape



Digital collections workflow
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The challenges
What we’ve heard:

● Born-digital growth exceeds capacity: rapid pace of 
acquisition surpasses libraries' ability to process and 
manage these collections

● Unprocessed backlog of digital collections: as much as 
95% of collections remain unprocessed due to volume and 
resource constraints

● Limited resources: stewardship is a fundamental library 
responsibility competing with broader institutional 
priorities, leaving time-consuming, highly-technical 
workflows under-resourced

● Fragmented solution landscape: ecosystem of specialized 
systems and tools with costly commercial offerings and 
unstable open-source options lacking adequate support



Understand and 
describe with 
our collections 
processing tool



A transformative digital collections processing solution 
that leverages AI to significantly unlock contributor 
backlogs, accelerate the efficiency of processing 
workflows and amplify the expertise of archivists 
and special collections librarians.























Creator Unknown
Confidence: 0.99

Title Barbados Polo Article with Annotations
Confidence: 0.56

Date 1977-03-11
Confidence: 0.98

Type Newspaper Article
Confidence: 0.57

Description A newspaper article from March 11, 1977, 
discussing the popularity of polo in Barbados 
compared to England. The article is titled 
'Grainne Kearns: There are more polo players 
per capita in Barbados than there are in 
England.' It includes photographs of polo 
players and is annotated with handwritten 
notes addressed to 'Thomas' from 'Fel.' The 
notes express personal sentiments and 
mention a shared interest in polo.

Confidence: 0.67

Coverage style: Journalistic, culture: British, period: 1970s, 
location: Barbados

Confidence: 0.94

Publisher Unknown
Confidence: 0.90

Language English
Confidence: 1.00



Creator Unknown
Confidence: 1.00

Title Fish Drying Process in Urban Setting
Confidence: 0.72

Date ca. 1970s
Confidence: 0.76

Type Photograph
Confidence: 0.98

Description The image depicts a scene of fish drying in an 
urban area, likely in an Asian city during the 
1970s. A person is seen tending to rows of 
fish laid out on wooden racks under the sun. 
In the background, there are residential 
buildings, suggesting a blend of traditional 
and modern practices. The setting includes 
hanging fish and an outdoor setup typical of 
small-scale fish processing. The presence of 
a gas cylinder suggests some level of 
modernization in the process.
Confidence: 0.50

Coverage style: Documentary, culture: Asian, period: 
20th century, location: Asia
Confidence: 0.92

Publisher

Language



Creator Unknown
Confidence: 1.00

Title Letter from Meadow Lodge
Confidence: 0.75

Date 1976-02-22
Confidence: 1.00

Type Letter
Confidence: 0.80

Description This handwritten letter, dated February 22, 1976, 
is addressed to 'Oliver' from a sender at Meadow 
Lodge, 55 Meadow Rd., SW8. The letter 
expresses delight in receiving a previous letter 
and mentions sending a picture. It discusses 
various personal and social topics, including 
plans for New Year's Eve and thoughts on a 
production in Greece. The letter is written on 
paper with ink and shows signs of personal 
correspondence typical of the mid-1970s.

Confidence: 0.56

Coverage style: Personal Correspondence, culture: British, 
period: 1970s, location: London, England

Confidence: 0.89

Publisher Unknown
Confidence: 

Language English
Confidence: 1.00



Creator Unknown
Confidence: 1.00

Title Taiwan Blue Magpie in Grass
Confidence: 0.68

Date Unknown
Confidence: 0.76

Type Photograph
Confidence: 0.89

Format medium: Digital Image, technique: 
Photography, material: N/A, measurements: 
N/A

Description The image shows a Taiwan Blue Magpie, a 
striking bird with a long tail, vibrant blue 
plumage, and a black head. It has a red beak 
and legs, and is standing on a grassy field. 
The bird's tail feathers are long and elegantly 
curved.
Confidence: 0.62

Coverage style: Naturalistic, culture: Taiwanese, period: 
Contemporary, location: Taiwan
Confidence: 0.97

Subject Taiwan Blue Magpie, Bird, Nature, Wildlife, 
Grassland
Confidence: 0.85



Creator G. W. Rains & Co.
Confidence: 1.00

Title Invoice from G. W. Rains & Co. for Burial 
Services
Confidence: 0.91

Date 04-04-1881
Confidence: 1.00

Type Invoice
Confidence: 0.97

Description This document is an invoice from G. W. Rains & 
Co., a company dealing in metal and wood burial 
cases and caskets, located on Washington Avenue, 
Marshall, Texas. The invoice is addressed to Mrs. J. 
N. Coleman and dated April 4, 1881. It lists services 
provided on October 16, 1880, including a coffin, 
hearse, and grave digging, with a total amount due 
of $50.00. The invoice is printed by Jennings Bros. 
Printers, Marshall, Texas, and includes handwritten 
entries detailing the services and costs.

Confidence: 0.81

Coverage style: Business Document, culture: American, period: 
Late 19th Century, location: Marshall, Texas, USA

Confidence: 0.90

Language English
Confidence: 1.00



Upload text 
documents

Text is 
extracted 
(OCR)

LLM 
generates 
metadata 
suggestions

Metadata 
suggestions 
presented to 
user for review

Images, OCR, 
and prompt 
sent to LLM
(GPT-4o)

How does it work?

Images are 
classified

Images plus 
contextual information 
are sent to LLM (GPT-
4o) along with a 
specialized set of 
prompts

Metadata 
suggestions 
presented to 
user for review

Facial 
recognition & 
other processes 
are executed on 
the images

Upload 
images 



~1 hour of work
Currently an archivist or 
librarian takes ~10 min per 
doc to create metadata

Time saving

Now takes ~20 secs

99.4% faster
With our current tool 
(which is getting faster!)

5 docs at
10 min each



Potential to fundamentally change collections processing

250 hours of work
Currently an archivist 
or librarian takes ~10 min 
per doc create metadata

Now takes ~3 hrs 

98.8% faster
With our current tool (which 
is getting faster!)

1500 docs 
on hard drive



“We are very excited about the direction of (this 
project). This tool provides titles, descriptions, and 
keywords—things we used to create ourselves. So, 
this is a great start.”

- Special Collections Librarian



Questions?


