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Historical links
• Library of Alexandria
• Library of Pergamum
• Gathering
• Storing
• Conservation
• Archiving

• Preservation of knowledge

• Development of technology and 
scholarly enquiry

Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/64/Ancientlibraryalex.jpg

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/64/Ancientlibraryalex.jpg


Humanistic Tradition

“Of all scholarly pursuits, Digital Humanities most clearly 
represents the spirit that animated the ancient foundations at 
Alexandria, Pergamum, and Memphis, the great monastic 
libraries of the Middle Ages, and even the first research libraries 
of the German Enlightenment. It is obsessed with varieties of 
representation, the organization of knowledge, the technology 
of communication and dissemination, and the production of 
useful tools for scholarly inquiry.” 

Ramsay, S. (2010, October 8). Care of the soul. Lecture conducted from Emory University.  
http://stephenramsay.us/text/2010/10/08/care-of-the-soul.html.



Library as repository of knowledge

• How is that knowledge constructed?

• How is that knowledge represented?

• Creating new knowledge or knowledge transfer?

• Does the library facilitate both?



Knowledge Representation

"Knowledge is of two kinds. We know a 
subject ourselves, or we know where 
we can find information upon it.”

Samuel Johnson (Boswell's Life of Johnson, 1791) Samuel Johnson by Joshua Reynolds
(source University of Texas Libraries Portrait 

Gallery & Portraits of Humanists)

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/photodraw/portraits/index.html
http://www.marcdatabase.com/~lemur/lemur.com/garret/portraits/


Knowledge Representation

"When we enquire into any subject, the first 
thing we have to do is to know what books 
have treated of it. This leads us to look at 
catalogues, and at the backs of books in 
libraries." 

Samuel Johnson (Boswell's Life of Johnson, 1791) 
Samuel Johnson by Joshua Reynolds

(source University of Texas Libraries Portrait Gallery & 
Portraits of Humanists)

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/photodraw/portraits/index.html
http://www.marcdatabase.com/~lemur/lemur.com/garret/portraits/


Building knowledge

• Academic work is a series of discussions
• Socratic elenchus (dialogue) & dialectic method 
• Knowledge builds on knowledge
• Scholarship builds on scholarship

• Without that discussion and sharing of ideas -
what happens?

• Think about the role of the library in this 
relationship



Method

• Literature Review

• Role of libraries facilitating DH research
• Look at symbiotic relationship rather than 

library as service provider
• Institutional models 

• Brief case studies

• General findings



Different models for DH activates

• Different institutions / different models

• In very general terms:
• North American tend to arise bottom up
• European and Asian from top down 

(Fraistat, 2012)



Some variant models
• UK DH centres

• As departments: Dept of DH at King’s College London
• DH network spanning several department: University of Glasgow
• Virtual DH centre that cross departments and faculties: UCLDH
• Grown and developed from the library but with organisation status of a 

department: DHI at Sheffield  

• USA DH centres
• Nebraska-Lincoln: a joint initiative of Libraries and Arts and Sciences
• The Maryland Institute for Technology in the Humanities (MITH) is jointly 

supported by the College of Arts and Humanities and the Libraries
• The Scholars Lab, at the University of Virginia: UVA Library’s community lab



More variant models

• Canada
• Alberta: DH research experts across departments but no dedicated centre
• Victoria: DH Summer Institute and notable practitioners

• All these have DH teaching 
• Generates predictable student income
• Demonstrates financial value
• Establishes academic credibility



Mainland China also mixed

• First DH Centre: Wuhan University, Dept Information Management 
(2011)

• Followed by Nanjing (x2), Peking, Renmin, Shanghai and many others

• Similarities and differences with West
• Mass digitisation and databases 

• But usually by Library Science and Information Studies rather than DH
• Differences in data leads to different approaches

• Long history of projects but early work but not framed as DH 
• Started to use that term after 2011 (Wuhan)

• Similar connection between research and teaching



DH China and Library
• First DH Forum hosted at Peking University (PKU) Library 2016 

and every year until 2019 
• International Conference on Library and Digital Humanities (2017) ‘To explore the 
role that libraries played in the development of DH’ in China and beyond. The 
University Town Library of Shenzhen
• 9th Shanghai International Library Forum (SILF 2018), at Shanghai Library, which 
has a well-established DH research group. DH keynote and track.

In China there is a clear connection with DH research developed from the libraries 
[1], with the main participants being those at Peking University and Shanghai 
Library [2].

[1] (Xia & Bao, 2020)
[2] (Wang et al, 2020)



Pedagogical links Library & DH 

• Close relationship in teaching with 
• Object-Based Learning and Special Collections as teaching resources
• Active partnership nor service
• Bring together wide ranging and complimentary knowledge and skill 

sets

“The institutional library sits at the centre of the academic structure and 
is, as such, well placed to be an interdisciplinary partner and particularly 
so to make use of their central position to work across disciplinary and 
institutional boundaries.” 

(Evidence Base, 2021)



Sheffield DHI
• Research conducted by Research Libraries UK (RLUK).

Sheffield University Library, where their strategy is to support: ‘all research 
and teaching at the university, including digital scholarship although 
there is no dedicated DH team’                                        (Kamposiori, 2017 p.20).

‘They do, however, work in partnership with DHI, being involved in projects 
and particularly ones using their library collections. This support and 
participation in project development strengthens the research profile of 
the institution where the sharing of expertise and domain knowledge fills 
possible gaps, such as data preservation, use and re-use of data, and points 
to the benefits to both parties for such partnerships.’                       

(Kamposiori, 2017. p.21).      



Synergy in job market

Research by iSchools committee on DH curriculum development

• Data harvested from Digital Humanities Now 

‘The words “digital scholarship” […] and “librarian” […] appeared more 
frequently in academic library positions; this finding suggests that a 
digital scholarship […] model is common among libraries developing 
support for DH and that DH librarians are expected to engage with 
the development, implementation, and support of DH research and 
pedagogy.’ 

(Walsh et al., 2021, p.9)



Careers

• Analyzed 194 unique DH job advertisements  
announced in Digital Humanities Now 
between January 2010 and December 2019.

• Identified three broad categories of 
competencies:
• Digital Stewardship (63%)
• DH Research Methods/Tools
• System Administration 
• Software Development competency

Source: https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.24535

https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.24535


Partnership not service
• DH in the library can and should be a source of ideas; a relationship 

rather than a service and one where librarians help to shape the future of 
DH research (Muñoz, 2016, p.11). 

• Maximise the benefit to both by breaking down the (sometime perceived 
and sometime actual) institutional divisions between the two. 

• Tension between the service orientation of library and research focus
• Much of DH, in the early days of development in the UK and North 

America, grew out of a background of service computing (Warwick, 2012)
• E.g. DDH at King’s grew from CCH which was spun out of ISS

• Both focus on methodology, accessibility, usability, and of making work 
available to all through open standards and initiatives, which makes DH a 
good match for libraries and equal symbiotic partnerships. 



Two very brief indicative case studies

• UCL Centre for Digital Humanities

• Shanghai Library, Institute of Scientific and Technical 
Information of Shanghai





Case studies: UCLDH
• Collaborations between UCL Digitisation Suite and UCL [library] 

Special Collections 

• UCL Multimodal Digitisation Suite is physically located within the 
UCL Special Collections itself

• Through this symbiotic relationship, UCLDH has developed a 
proven expertise in heritage imaging and UCL is a world leader in 
applying computational methods to the study of humanities 
artefacts 

• This relationship is supported by UCL Library Special Collections 









Shanghai Library

• China’s largest metropolitan public and research library 
• DH research group within the library

• Open DH platform, freely releases:
• Basic knowledge bases

• people, places, times, events etc.
• Library resources and collections

• family records, archives, ancient manuscripts, etc.
• Ontology vocabulary
• Open DH tools







Conclusion
• Historic links
• Grown in different ways 
• Shared organisation of knowledge
• Scholarship builds on scholarship
• Different institutional models
• Complimentary skill sets
• Closer relationship in China and North America List main points
• Symbiotic relationship 
• Bring benefits to both



Some concluding thoughts

• The research library 

• Digital scholarship

• A common goal of knowledge discovery

• Need for cooperation and collaboration



Print no longer primary medium for knowledge 
production and dissemination



UCL Student Centre wins architecture prize
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2019/nov/ucl-student-
centre-wins-architecture-prize

Student space at BNUZH. 



Library computer 
cluster at BNUZH



Legacy data



Long-term preservation?
• Accessibility and usability of material over time
• How durable is digital?
• Compare life span

• Stone
• Vellum 
• Paper

• Copyright
• Intellectual Property Rights
• Tracing the rights holders
• Orphan works



Source: UNESCO MoW SCEaR Newsletter 2022/1 (June)

https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/files/scearnewsletter2020-1june30.pdf


Durability
• Electronic media is especially vulnerable

• Long term preservation 
• Maintain accessibility and usability
• Hardware and software failure

• Both libraries and storage servers are subject to natural forces
• Hurricanes Katrina (2005) and Harvey (2017) in USA
• Fire – National Museum of Brazil (2018)

• Libraries
• Retreating Roman Emperors (Alexandria 48 BCE)
• Ideological intervention

• Sarajevo (1992)
• Timbuktu (2013)
• Mosul (2015)



Acts now  
printed on 
archival 
paper, with 
front and 
back vellum 
covers. 

https://commonslibrar
y.parliament.uk/resea
rch-briefings/cbp-
7451/
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