Workshop Report: Databases in the Humanities – Where Next?
The second Sudamih workshop, entitled ‘Databases in the Humanities – Where Next?’ took place on
the afternoon of Friday 21st January in Oxford, attracting 62 delegates from a variety of universities
and other organisations across the UK (including one from SURFnet in the Netherlands). The aim of
the workshop was to consider the ways in which humanities researchers build, maintain, and
preserve databases, along with the processes currently in place to support such activities, and to
provide a forum in which ideas could be exchanged and new approaches to humanities data
illustrated. Part of the motivation from the Sudamih Project’s perspective was to introduce the
Database as a Service (DaaS) system to a wider group of potential users and better understand the
work that they were already engaged with to assess how the DaaS might fit in to this research
landscape.
Professor Paul Jeffreys, Director of IT at the University of Oxford, introduced the workshop and
explained its context within the broader programme to develop research data management
infrastructure for the University. I then gave the first of the eight 20-minute presentations and
questions sessions with an overview of the DaaS – why we believed it would be useful for
researchers and the functionality we were in the process of implementing. It was evident from the
questions that followed that there was a lot of interest in the potential of the DaaS to improve the
sustainability of databases beyond their initial period of funding, an aspect that we have yet to
consider in depth but clearly need to address. It is reasonable to expect that a scalable, generic,
centrally-hosted system such as the DaaS should be able to offer considerable economies of scale
and this is something that we shall try to better quantify over the next two months.
Dr. Miko Flohr then took to the stage to introduce one of the research projects that we have been
working with as an exemplar: The Roman Economy Project (REP). One of the common elements
across a number of the presentations was the
problems associated with combining existing
databases into a new and more useful online
database, and this is the process that the REP is
currently going through. Dr. Flohr spoke about
the difficulties of cleaning up data (especially
when that data has simply been placed in text
fields and in various different formats) and the
fairly elaborate table structure that the REP is
adopting, with linking tables for keywords,
references, and bibliographic information
connected to a number of ‘original’ data tables.
Dr. Jacob Dahl emphasised the importance of making data available to other researchers, as without
that availability important sections of history can be omitted from the historical narrative. Speaking
particularly about the huge database of cuneiform inscriptions he has been working on, Dr. Dahl
spoke of the benefits of retaining the ‘slightly archaic’ software that the project has been using, in

order to allow the data to be managed by researchers themselves. In the past, the technical people
employed by the project have had a habit of being poached by commercial companies, leaving the
researchers themselves in an awkward situation. The transliterations of the texts are also stored in a
simple self-devised standard which can be converted into XML. The use of simple formats is in part
so the data can be taken back out of the database if needed, for instance in the event of a cessation
of funding. At the conclusion of the presentation, Jacob reiterated that the most important
achievement of the project was that people were actually using the data, linking to it, citing it, and
getting their students to use it too.
In his presentation ‘A Small Field and its
bibliographies’, Professor John Baines spoke of the
challenges faced in the process of integrating preexisting Egyptology bibliographic databases into the
new Online Egyptological Bibliography (OEB). Costs
were an important issue for this project. Several of the
source bibliographies being added to the OEB had
fallen foul of funding cuts and could only continue to
be made available via such an enterprise. An
automated data capture system was also being used
to minimize costs, meaning that only one full-time
employee was needed to edit the new system. The OEB was itself using a subscription-based model
to ensure its long-term sustainability.
After the coffee break Dr. Jonathan Blaney from the Institute of Historical Research explained the
processes behind the Connected Histories project. Again,
the integration of various existing databases was the
central challenge, although here the solution was being
sought not so much via close integration of database
structures but via a looser approach involving the
semantic tagging (sometimes by hand, sometimes by
machine) of disparate sources to enable structured
searching. The presentation included a warning against
reliance on some of the standard Web 2.0 software
available at present due to the long-term unreliability of
such services being sustained.
Dr. Hilde De Weerdt then demonstrated how the data she had been gathering during her research
on 12th and 13th century imperial China could be used to analyse social and political networks. Via a
series of visual representations of the data, including outputs on maps to illustrate geographic
connections, and network diagrams indicating personal correspondence and citations gathered from
notebooks of the era, Dr. De Weerdt showed how technologies could be applied to the data to
challenge or substantiate various expectations. In this case the underlying texts had been worked up
using TEI XML to enable the analysis being undertaken.

Next up, Sebastian Rahtz introduced the CLAROS
Project to the workshop. He explained that the aim
of CLAROS, unlike the other projects we had heard
from so far, was not to produce websites but rather
to produce linked open data and form a ‘dataweb’
of classical art and archaeology. The idea is that
CLAROS does not seek to change resources already
available in existing databases but rather makes
them mappable to assist resource discovery. This is
achieved via the use of RDF triplets to describe the
various relationships between objects and by
encouraging the use of CIDOC CRM as a common ontology. Responses to the papers in the workshop
suggested that RDF is a relatively new metadata model for researchers in the humanities and its
applications are still being explored. It was explained in this paper that whilst the performance of
RDF databases had in the past been regarded as a barrier to adoption, many of these issues had now
been addressed, and the field was developing rapidly.
The final presentation was given by Dr. Claire Warwick, who addressed the problem of data usability
and maintenance when funding runs out. The importance of the website came to the fore again as
Dr. Warwick emphasised the importance of maintaining the interface to the data as well as the data
itself. Research suggests that appearances matter a lot when researchers use data resources, and if
the web interface looks ‘dodgy’ or out of date, people tend to be reluctant to use it regardless of the
quality of the underlying data. Money spent developing such websites is therefore wasted if they are
not being used. On a positive note, the new Research Excellence Framework was, Dr. Warwick
thought, likely to act as a driver for researchers and universities to improve their website
maintenance, as digital objects can now be assessed in the same manner as journal articles. Tips for
database developers included: get user feedback early in the development process; ensure the web
front-end can be detached from the data back-end; document the data; and ensure the
documentation remains attached to the data it describes.
The slide presentations from the workshop are available from the workshop website
(http://sudamih.oucs.ox.ac.uk/databases_workshop.xml)
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