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The Historic Pittsburgh is a digital library that asserts on its front page that its' focus is on the history of Western Pennsylvania.  Since Pittsburgh is on the western end of Pennsylvania this at least partially makes sense.  However, in browsing the descriptions of its' full-text, maps, images, archival finding aids, census records, and chronology, it does not seem like this assertion is well founded.  Both parts of the Full-text collection, the City Directories and the General Text, focus exclusively on Pittsburgh.  Three of the five series in the maps collection focus exclusively on Pittsburgh (City of Pittsburgh Geodetic and Topographic Survey Maps, 1923-1961; Flood Commission of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 1912; & G.M. Hopkins Company Maps, 1872-1939).  The other two of the five series maps collection (Darlington Digital Library Maps & Warrantee Atlas of Allegheny County, Pennsylvania, 1914) focus on Pittsburgh or Allegheny County (which Pittsburgh is in) or Allegheny County alone.  There are a total of 67 counties in Pennsylvania and if we say roughly half is on the west side and roughly half is on the right side that is nowhere close to representative of the western side of the state.  The images collection, according to the website, is either about Pittsburgh or about “the greater Pittsburgh region”.  It's hard to tell based on the wording of the description.  Similarly, the Finding Aids collection is noted as covering the “greater Pittsburgh area”.  The Census Schedules collection only covers two cities, Pittsburgh and Allegheny City.  Allegheny City itself is known today as the North side of Pittsburgh according to the Allegheny City Society.  Finally, the chronology is of Pittsburgh alone.  The only thing that has a focus on Western Pennsylvania is a link to the Senator John Heinz History Center Library & Archives catalog.  This website asserts a focus on life in Western Pennsylvania.  However, I don't think that this is enough for Historic Pittsburgh to claim that it has a focus on Western Pennsylvania.  The focus of this digital library is really on Pittsburgh and its surrounding areas. 


The collections themselves in the Historic Pittsburgh digital library have many strengths & weaknesses.  The history of Pittsburgh is covered in a variety of formats (only audio & visual not included).  The chronology (1717-2008) has excellent coverage.  Both of the series in the Full-text collections cover over 130 years (colonialism to World War II and 1815-1945) and have over 1,200 published works.  The Darlington Digital Library Maps in the Maps collection had over 100 year coverage.  However, this only refers to 70 of the hundreds in the series.  It seems that the rest were an assortment maps that a Mr. Darlington collected, many of which were not of Pittsburgh.  In fact this “series” seems to actually be a digital library itself.  It is very confusing how these two linked together.  Historic Pittsburgh would have been better off making copies of those 70 and putting them together, particularly since it is not immediately clear how to find these 70 that is referred to in the description.  That would be overlap between the two, but the alternative is a mis-mash of digital information that has nothing to do with the purported focus of the digital library.  Other collections weren't so well represented.  Indeed, two series of the Map collection cover only one year each (1912 & 1914).  The remaining two series of the Map collection (City of Pittsburgh Geodetic and Topographic Survey Maps, 1923-1961 & G.M. Hopkins Company maps, 1872-1939) cover only 38 and 66 years respectively and of that have only a 16 year overlap.  This means that it would be difficult to examine the phenomena depicted in both maps for any significant time frame.  While the image collections has over 11,00 images, it's coverage isn't even 40 years.  Furthermore, it doesn't overlap with very many of the other collections since it runs from the mid-1940's to the early 1980's.  The Finding Aids collection doesn't even give a coverage range so without doing some searches, there is no way to know when in time the over 1,000 finding aids are.  The census records only cover until 1880 for the city of Pittsburgh and Allegheny City until 1870 even though records are available until 1930.  Only on the FAQ's linked from the Home Page, is it indicated why this is the case.  Apparently, these are the only ones they were given and have transcribed.  However, they should consider adding the other dates because that only makes 4 census records for Pittsburgh and 3 for Allegheny City while they could have 9 records each.   


Its' purpose is to serve students, faculty, scholars, and historians in their study and research efforts.  To  this end, this digital library offers services in Reference Query fulfillment, user training, current awareness, and learning facilitation.  For Reference Queries, there is an FAQ page linked on the Home page and a “Contact Us” link from each Collection's page.  User training is provided through the “Help” pages on each Collection's page.  However the “Help” pages for each of the series in the Maps collection is either harder to find or non-existent (in the case of the Darlington Digital Library).  Current awareness is provided from the News link on the front page.  It allows people to subscribe to news via an rss feed.  This is efficient for patrons, but they may not know how to subscribe via RSS feed.  Learning facilitation is provided via the “For Teachers” link from the home page.  However, one patron group that they could help and don't a whole lot are genealogists.


