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Preface

It is fitting that a book on provenance should begin by talking about its own origins.
The origins of our collaboration began when we were colleagues at the University of
Illinois, School of Information Sciences circa 2016–2018. At the iSchool, we worked on
various aspects of provenance in our multiple roles as students, researchers, educators and
scholars. Irrespective of the setting, one deceptively simple question always arose: why
use PREMIS rather than PROV and vice versa?

The question is one of those questions that seems simple, while in reality it hides a
multitude of flexible and changeable answers. It is like asking why someone chose an
Apple computer over a Windows computer. Some responses will refer to the performance
of the architecture, the software that is included or a perceived ease-of-use. Yet in the
end, the true, heartfelt answer often comes down to a simple preference: I like Apple
or I like Windows. That type of answer is not satisfying when considering a metadata
standard. It doesn’t seem sufficient to say one likes PROV or one likes ProvONE or one
likes PREMIS. We are driven towards a more objective, professional response. This book
is the latest step in a long journey we have made in addressing questions about how one
chooses to structure provenance and why.

We will perhaps date ourselves at some point in the future when we say that this
project began in earnest in the before times of the COVID-19 pandemic. As it was, we
organized a workshop on provenance metadata for the 15th International Digital Curation
Conference, held in Dublin, Ireland, on February 17, 2020. The workshop was entitled
Navigating through the Panoply of Provenance: Metadata Standards useful for Digital
Curation, and its goal was to help educate practitioners about these three metadata stan-
dards, PROV, ProvONE and PREMIS, along with their pros and cons for various purposes.
The first half of the workshop covered the three standards along with exercises on their
use. The second half of the workshop was a hands-on session in which the participants
were tasked with creating a provenance record for a topic. The participants were split into
separate groups such that one group used PROV while another used PREMIS to tackle
the same underlying data. Once complete, the groups then swapped metadata records
and attempted to crosswalk between PROV and PREMIS. We had a delightful time dis-
cussing provenance standards, crosswalking metadata by hand, and of course, sipping Irish
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Fig. 1 Photos of workshop activity at IDCC 2020, Dublin, Ireland

stouts. It was also, unbeknownst to us at the time, the last of our in-person professional
engagements for a couple of years (Fig. 1).

The workshop was a success, and much was learned by the participants as well as
by us. The biggest revelation from the participants was a renewed sense of confidence in
tackling provenance issues at their home institutions. Documenting provenance in a digital
world means working in technologically complex environments, even when the objects in
question are analog. Participants stated that, after the workshop, they were ready to try
to implement standardized approaches or to mediate more fruitful conversations between
content specialists and IT infrastructure personnel.

Additional workshops were included in the programs for the 83rd ASIS&T Annual
Meeting and at iConference 2021. Our second workshop happened in March 2021, when
working-from-home had become the new norm. Despite the lack of face-to-face con-
nections, we could still interact in real time on our colorful online whiteboard, made
specifically for the online conference experience. The virtual environment crafted inside
a Miro Board enabled us to use the video game Animal Crossing: New Horizons to help
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Fig. 2 Photo of workshop activity at iConference 2020, online

explore provenance and ¡PoP!, a panoply of provenance metadata standards, with some
much needed cuteness and cheer during dark times (Fig. 2).

This book is the latest step on our journey, one where we hope to share what we’ve
learned along the way with a larger audience. The Oxford English Dictionary defines the
word “provenance” as origin, source, ownership of an artwork or guidance to determine
authenticity. Provenance, as we know it today, is not limited to history domains. It has
many faces in different fields: phylogeny concerns the tree of life of species; geneal-
ogy studies the ancestry of families; stratigraphy dates layers of sediments. The idea
of provenance transcends disciplines, and this book Documenting the Future: Navigat-
ing Provenance Metadata Standards is intended for anyone in any field who has a keen
spirit to dabble in the world of provenance. Perhaps echoing life in general, provenance
is more about the journey than the destination. We don’t claim to have an authoritative
answer to that deceptively simple question of why we choose one provenance standard
over another. Our hope is that the chapters in this book will help empower the reader to
frame and answer provenance questions on their own.
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