Report on the ALLC/ACH 2004 Joint International Conference of the Association for Literary and Linguistic Computing and the Association for Computers and the Humanities
The ALLC/ACH 2004 annual conference took place at the Centre for Humanities Computing at Gothenburg University in Gothenburg, Sweden, from 11 to 16 June. The theme for the 2004 conference was "Computing and Multilingual, Multicultural Heritage". It featured opening and closing plenary keynotes, four days of academic programme with three strands each, the Robert Busa Award lecture, and a poster session, as well as a complementary social programme. The highlights of the latter included a reception at the City Hall with excellent food and a very warm welcome speech by the city's deputy major, a conference banquet at Elfsborg Fortress, and a day's excursion to the Tanum Museum of iron- and bronze-age rock carvings together with a bus tour along the beautiful Swedish west coast with its rocky archipelago and its typical fishing villages.

The academic programme started off with an opening plenary held in the city's Concert Hall, which included a keynote address by John Nerbonne of the University of Groeningen, entitled "The Data Deluge: Developments and Delights". The keynote addressed the challenges involved in scientifically exploiting the large amounts of data regularly produced in humanities computing projects with the primary aim of assisting humanities scholarship not computing. The paper characterized the current state of humanities computing as a federation of disciplines not as a discipline itself. The field of humanities computing is demarcated by its subject matter, techniques, and the applications developed. It has reached a stage of maturity through the increasing amount of readily available data in digital form. As humanities computing is rooted in traditional humanities, it is not a means in itself, but needs to be evaluated for its ability to contribute to answering questions asked by humanities scholarship. Humanities computing is a tool of humanities scholarship, as all good scholarship makes use of all available techniques, and, as it is almost 35 years old, needs to start to actually solve problems. Drawing largely on data in linguistics from a comparison of Dutch and German languages and dialects, John Nerbonne demonstrated how humanities computing has contributed to new insights won in several successful research projects at Groeningen university. He gave a number of brief examples from fields as diverse as dialectology, economic history, grammar, and architectural history. One of the main outcomes and difficulties was that the actual success of humanities computing projects often creates many more questions. The validation of results also remains a major problem as it needs to take place within traditional humanities scholarship itself, which is often moving slowly. Some of the validation techniques employed are the application of its methodology to previously unseen data, a comparison with expert consensus, and a comparison with localized expertise. However, the comparison between results won through computational technology and traditional scholarship is fascinating as it can either underpin or seriously challenge established concepts in a discipline and even open up new areas of research for scholars to pursue. John Nerbonne finished by highlighting a number of questions that should be considered when embarking on a humanities computing project: its focus should be on winning verifiable answers to traditional humanities problems, it should not involve itself with possible paradigm shifts, its core business should be the processing and analysis of lots of data, and it should confront the question of what computers can contribute to research and scholarship if at all.


One of the highly anticipated highlights of the conference was the Robert Busa Award ceremony and lecture. The award, named after the generally acknowledged inventor of humanities computing, is given by the joint association every three years to an outstanding individual in the field. This year's recipient was Susan Hockey who will shortly retire from her current position as Professor of Library and Information Studies and Director of the School of Library, Archive, and Information Studies at UCL. The award was presented by John Unsworth, Dean and Professor at the Graduate School of Library and Information Science, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. Susan Hockey's award lecture, entitled "Living with Google: Perspectives on Humanities Computing and Digital Libraries", gave a brief history of the development of libraries towards digital libraries. It identified two steps, the electronic catalogue and the movement to digital items. The digital library is a collection of digital objects in a variety of formats, including numeric data, sound, and digital video, the means for locating objects, however, is identical, i.e. via metadata. In this respect, Google has enormous appeal as it efficiently searches the vast digital library called the WWW. But it does little to allow further research, and the main problems are, of course, quality control and selection. In the past the focus of humanities computing has been on the creation and analysis of digital objects, publication was only a by-product. With the advent of the

WWW, the emphasis has shifted to publication and access. This shift was exemplified by the conflict in the mid '90s between the TEI, then at its height in humanities computing, and HTML as the language of the Web. Susan Hockey emphasized the enormous potential the TEI still has for digital libraries, but also stressed that it needs to appeal more to humanities scholars who are not usually Unix hackers, but Office and Google users. She singled out the Perseus Digital Library 

(http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/) and the Blake Archive (http://www.blakearchive.org/) as examples of a true digital library, as they applied good practice and encouraged users to explore and browse. 

She explained that the concept of the digital archive was to collect and represent versions of electronic texts, which may be annotated or may even constitute electronic editions, as exemplified by the Model Editions Partnership (http://mep.cla.sc.edu/). In general, scholars want to work in a flexible environment where editors do not prescribe the delivery of a final product. An example is the Orlando Project (http://www.ualberta.ca/ORLANDO/) on women writers in Britain, which used several DTDs to interlink texts with biographies and timelines to create dynamic representations and which was not primarily concerned with the preparation of original resources. The key to any sophisticated digital library is the re-usability of digital objects, but more user studies need to be carried out to find out what is really needed by scholars and how computers can aid the research process. Many benefits could be drawn from different communities interacting, e.g. humanities computing experts and librarians regarding the classification and keywording of digital objects. Standards remain the basis of all good practice in the field, although bringing several of them together can be challenging, as exemplified in the LEADERS project (http://www.ucl.ac.uk/leaders-project/), which links EAD and TEI. METS (http://www.loc.gov/standards/mets/) may be a possible future way of doing this more effectively. Susan Hockey summarized the future role and tasks of humanities computing as establishing a community which understands both the creation and use of electronic resources, to promote standards for digital publication, to combine the strengths of humanities computing and librarianship, and to focus on education and critical assessment skills. The most important future developments were identified as: the use of XML linking to enable truly multiple pathways through documents and to facilitate new interrelations and progress, computational linguistics, and grid technology to handle huge amounts of remote, distributed, and heterogeneous data for interdisciplinary use and integration. Susan Hockey stressed that it is best to envision a co-existence with Google, and to emphasize critical reflection.


The core of the academic programme were papers delivered on four days in three parallel sessions each. The topics ranged from humanities computing, digital archives, XML tools, the TEI and markup in general, to linguistics, stylometry, authorship attribution, and the study of computer games and their culture. The following is a brief summary of some of the papers in the sessions attended. All conference details and full papers are available online at the conference Web site at http://www.hum.gu.se/allcach2004/.

In a session entitled "Humanities computing" Stan Ruecker of the University of Alberta presented on "Strategies for Creating Rich Prospect in Interfaces" for digital collections. A digital collection has a rich-prospect interface when some meaningful representation of every item in the collection is an intrinsic part of the interface used to access the collection. The advantages of such interfaces are that they make the collection's contents and structure obvious immediately and can offer associated tools for the user to take actions, e.g. to dynamically reorganize the display according to his interest. Ruecker identified the text-graphics interrelation as key to a successful interface and pointed out seven important graphics variables (shape, scale, tone, texture, colour, orientation, and location) in relation to textual (in most cases initially, metadata) representation. The importance to show an organized display of every item in the collection, even in large collections, is key to stimulate the user to interact with and fully explore the collection. Future research is to explore the implications of making an interface "functional, usable, and pleasurable", to explore the human factor (cognitive, interpersonal) in interface interaction, and to offer different organizing principles for the user to choose.

In accordance with the conference's theme, Alejandro Bia of the University of Alicante gave a paper entitled "The Future of Markup is Multilingual". Bia explained that textual markup is based on mnemonics (i.e. element names, attribute names and attribute values), that these mnemonics have meaning, and that this is one of the most interesting features of markup. However, meaning is lost if the textual encoder does not speak the language used in encoding. Drawing on the example of a Spanish-language multidisciplinary project, he explained the process of translating a TEI subset into Spanish and the effects on the project. The requirements for the translation process were that the resulting set should be easily parsable (XSLT), that the association of original and target language must be clear, and that it is easily understandable to speakers of the target language. Bia outlined the process of using XSLT to translate the original to Spanish, which not only includes elements and attributes, but also all default values. To reduce complexity, all of the project's DTDs were first transformed to XML Schemas and subsequently translated using XSLT as with the XML/TEI itself. As all data manipulation takes place at this transformation step, no tools that handle the XML/TEI need to be changed and everything can be translated back to English easily. The key advantages of the procedure were less learning time for the encoders, less production time, fewer errors, and the preservation of meaning in the markup. It also prevents the unfortunate development of custom language sets, and instead spreads the standard to other language communities and encourages multilingual projects. Future developments include the embedding of multilingualism in authoring tools, changing language views on the fly, the addition of new languages, possible implementation of translation as a Web service for all, and the implementation of multilingualism in DTD/Schema generators.

In a session entitled "Tools in classic and manuscript studies", Ross Scaife and Ryan Gabbard of the University of Kentucky presented on "The TextServer Standard and Initial Implementations". The TextServer protocol is an open and modular architecture for electronic publications for a community of classical scholars. Scaife explained that its key requirements included scalability, a well-documented separation of protocol and implementation, and complete transparency of the process. The newly developed TextServer standard with its system of text registries is intended as a network of XML/TEI encoded texts available on an open access basis in a modular, service-oriented environment. To find acceptance in the community, it was important that the traditional scholarly approach towards "texts" (editions, translations, etc.) and the abstract hierarchical citation schemes used in classical studies were retained. The TextServer protocol implements a simple retrieval mechanism based on HTTP and returns XML/TEI (implementations exist in XSLT, Perl, possibly soon as an eXist-based service). At the heart of the implementation is the TextInventory that validates to a repository-wide DTD, every participating server exposes its texts to the world based on the same DTD. The protocol implements a request vocabulary that can be issued to explore an entire collection on a particular server, or to download parts of or a whole text. A registry of all participating servers is maintained, which is used by harvesters to build a global central TextInventory which can again be distributed to all servers. The second part of the presentation demonstrated a tool capable of semi-automatically tagging texts based on an initial set of properly marked-up texts and a training phase of the tool to correctly identify names, places, and ethnic groups. The software is to be made available over the Web, possibly even as a Web service. The tool also facilitates collaboration as users can save their data for others to work with.

In a session entitled "Tools and XML" John Walsh of Indiana University gave a paper on "teiPublisher: a repository management system for TEI documents", a collaborative international development of programmers and content developers from five universities. teiPublisher is an extensible, modular and configurable XML-based repository that can store, search, and display documents encoded in TEILite. This is an open source initiative which is being made available to the humanities computing community to allow projects with limited programming support to mount their TEILite encoded texts in a web-deliverable database. The tool is based on the open source eXist XML database and consists of two components, teiWizard, the client application, and teiRepository, the Web application. It supports the upload, storage and analysis of texts, has parsing and customization facilities to create collections and to change the look and feel of the entire repository. All submitted files are added to the eXist database for searching and XPath is used for browsing. The tool's frontend is implemented as a WikiWiki for the purpose of immediate modification. XSLT is used to transform the generic TEI for all publication purposes, which are highly customizable and offer excellent display facilities, including the possibility to expose the rich teiHeader information.
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