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The Clericus.ie is a digital humanities research project in the
area of digital prosopography. It is based in the Arts and Huma-
nities Institute in Maynooth University (Ireland). It currently hou-
ses more than 25,000 published biographical records.

The project originated in 2020, in response to two requirements:
The first, a general requirement originating among humanities

scholars (historians in particular) for a reliable, flexible and ac-
cessible digital platform to accommodate large quantities of bio-
graphical information on individuals and groups of individuals.
The platform was required to cater particularly for the unstructu-
red biographical data typical of Irish professional and migrant po-
pulations.

The second, a requirement to photograph, digitise and preserve
in a searchable database the student records of Maynooth College,
a seminary and University located close to Dublin (Ireland). The
material covered a period of more than 200 years, beginning in
1795. The portion of the data most in need of specialist attention
was the collection of class graduation photographs, the 124 so-cal-
led ‘class pieces’ (1861 to 2018). Each ‘class piece’ consisted of
head shots of graduands, accompanied by their names and diocese
of origin, arranged in various formats within rectangular frames,
some of the latter artefacts being of potential significance for art
historians.

The Clericus team decided to use the digitisation of the Mayn-
ooth College class pieces as a pilot for the development of a di-
gital environment for early modern and modern prosopography.
This involved a collaboration between university historians (in
Maynooth University and elsewhere), archivists and AHI techni-
cal personnel. Historians and archivists, in conjunction with the
technical personnel assessed the data and agreed basic specificati-
ons. The technical team then planned and built the technical infra-
structure, consisting of a Server API, Content Management Admi-
nistrative Interface and a Content Delivery Public Interface. The
Neo4J graph database was chosen as the most suitable for the data
in question. In the Clericus.ie data model four primary entities
were identified: person, resource, organisation and event. Events
were linked to minor entities of time and space. Simultaneously,
work packages covering artefact identification and preservation,
data extraction, ingestion and enrichment were developed and im-
plemented. The result was the Clericus.ie website whose first ite-
ration appeared in mid-2020. As well as a fully searchable data-
base, Clericus provides three basic visualisation tools: a heatmap,
an events timeline and a network graph.

In a second pilot project, carried out in 2021-22, the Clericus
team focused on the biographical information of the clergy of one
Irish diocese. This was in order to test and develop Clericus’ data
enrichment capacity. Since the completion of the first two pilot
projects, Clericus.ie, in conjunction with the Royal Irish Academy
has tested the Clericus data model, database structure and envi-
ronment on cognate data from other institutions. For instance, the
class pieces and student records of St Kieran’s College, Kilkenny
(1782-1994) have been processed, adding over 2000 new biogra-
phical entries. Other significant additions include the student data
from the Irish Colleges in Paris (1578-1939), Lisbon (1590-1837)
and Salamanca (1592-1630).

Thanks to a research grant from the Hunter Foundation in the
Queens University Belfast, the opportunity arose to test the Cle-
ricus.ie data model and database structure on a non-clerical, non-
academic population. The chosen population was the settlers,
mainly from Scotland, who colonised the northern province of
Ireland (Ulster) during the period c.1609-41. In the period Janu-
ary 2022-January 2023, the Ulster Settlers Project processed over
13,000 individual biographical records drawn from multiple his-
torical sources. The Clericus.ie data model was modified to ca-
ter to the new data. It demonstrated capacity to adapt its data mo-
del and database structure to this distinctive historical population.
This demonstrates that the Clericus digital platform, which began
as a project to deal with biographical information from a specific
historical population is now sufficiently flexible to permit adapta-
tion for use on other historical populations.

The Clericus Project continues to ingest new data on early mo-
dern and modern population cohorts. Clericus seeks collaborati-
ons with researchers and research projects working on other histo-
rical populations and research questions as it refines and expands
its data model and database infrastructure. Furthermore Cleri-
cus.ie is being used to support historical research and publications,
short research placements and data analysis projects. Technical
collaborations are now sought in the following areas in particu-
lar: first, to streamline data ingestion tools to permit further auto-
mation of data processing and ingestion tasks; second, to enhance
data visualisation tools; third, to develop mapping capacity to fa-
cilitate the linking of layered historical maps to biographical and
other data.
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