Report on the Digital Resources for the Humanities and Arts 2006 conference (DRHA 2006)
DRHA 2006, the eleventh DRH conference and the first under its new title DRHA, took place at Dartington College of Arts from 3 to 6 September. The focus of the 2006 conference was to address the key emerging themes and strategic issues that engagement with ICT brings to scholarly research and artistic practice. The key questions posed were:
1. what have been the advantages of the digital developments of the last decade on humanities and creative arts processes;
2. what have been the effects of the digital developments of the last decade on the range of cultural industries and what are the implications for future research cultures; 
3. what changes will further technological advances and social trends make possible and demand;
4. what can scholars in the humanities using visualisation and digital rendering methods learn from computing developments in the creative, visual, performing and media arts and what developments might be advantageous vice-versa;
5. what has been and what will in the future be the influence of digital media on scholarly and practice-based research in the arts and humanities; 
6. how has technology and working with technologists changed the way practitioners and scholars work in the arts and humanities; 
7. what is the potential for fruitful digital resource-based relationships between academia and business, creative and professional development, investment and professional opportunities; 
8. how are new advantages best exploited and any conceptual and infrastructural problems brought in the wake of new technologies best overcome; 
9. what are the differences and what the similarities between knowledges produced mainly through material contact and those produced solely through digital media; 
10. what are the consequences of digital resources on education at all levels and what parameters exist and should exist to encourage e-learning; 
11. how have e-learning, e-science and the range of distributed social network technologies impacted on research in the arts and humanities and what strategic changes might they bring in the future?

The conference featured a series of four plenary keynotes (one via video conferencing by Australian performance artist Stelarc), two days of academic programme with three sessions each, two poster sessions, installations and performances, as well as a complementary social programme. The highlights of the latter included a wine reception in the private gardens at Dartington Hall and a conference dinner in the Great Hall and Dining Hall. All abstracts of the papers given are available on the conference website at http://www.dartington.ac.uk/drha06/.
The following is a brief summary of the sessions attended during the academic programme on Monday and Tuesday:
In a session on Monday morning entitled “E-Learning Resources”, Neil Grindley of the AHRC ICT Methods Network gave a presentation on “What’s in the Art Historian’s Toolkit”. The presenter outlined a number of areas in which the discipline of art history is beginning to make use of the variety of technological solutions that other disciplines are now taking for granted or are enthusiastically exploring. The main areas are:

1. annotation as a key research practice in the humanities and ways in which this can be turned into a collaborative, attributable process (examples of collaborative annotation of musical scores and the PLINY annotation tool, available at http://pliny.cch.kcl.ac.uk/, were mentioned),
2. the creation of collaborative spaces that can help the formation of scholarly communities across disciplines,
3. the access grid as a tool for collaboration and the sharing of resources, 
4. the acquisition of images, DIAMM (http://www.diamm.ac.uk/)  was used as an example for how fragile materials can be successfully restored and how new imaging tools can help to explore MSS, 
5. CBIR (content-based image retrieval), and
6. corpus approaches to visual materials. 
While all of these areas were currently being explored by scholars, there was still no “computational art history” discipline, which was attributed to the scepticism in the discipline towards these developments.
In the same session, Miriam Murtin of the PALATINE research project at Lancaster University (http://www.lancs.ac.uk/palatine/) gave a presentation on “PRISM: an interdisciplinary e-learning resource for the performing and creative arts”. PRISM, created as part of PALATINE, is intended as an interdisciplinary project creating online primary resources for learning and teaching in dance, music, theatre production, art, architecture and design, film, and literature. The idea is that through the involvement of a variety of disciplines, resources for learning and teaching can be contextualized. There is a demand for placing the practices and discourses of the arts disciplines within a wider cultural context. PALATINE was based on this principle and focussed on the need for authoritative, quality-assessed materials, and a critical mass of outstanding resources that could be easily accessed by both teachers and students. The process of creating PRISM was based both on creating the content and at the same time creating the PRISM website. The content was created through a survey that led to the identification of qualified and willing contributors, whose contributions then underwent an editorial process. At the same time, the PRISM website was designed and mock-ups created, which then iteratively underwent a review process. Some of the challenges encountered were an initial misunderstanding of the project’s intentions, the underestimation of the time needed to produce the submissions, the exclusion of certain areas for which no suitable contributors could be identified (e.g. music), apparent differences in definition of certain key terms in different areas, as well as problems with copyright clearance. Once completed, PRISM will be presented through a searchable and customizable interface to rights-cleared reproductions and excerpts from exemplar works, productions, and artefacts in each of the arts disciplines covered.
In a third paper in this session, Stephen Brown of De Montford gave a presentation entitled “Maximising use of online resources through design”. The presenter outlined the approach of rapid prototyping to create designs for electronic resources, particularly web sites. The presenter identified the issue of design being an afterthought and not integral to resource development as the key reason why certain electronic resources are neglected. He offered the “3-click paradigm” as a solution to such design-related problems. The process of rapid prototyping involves three design stages once the specifications have been drawn up. The first is a paper design for the website, the second a quick wire frame mock-up and the third is the hard-coded design. The “correct” approach to web design is to take the users’ point of view when designing. Consequently, scenarios designed for each of the identified user groups of an electronic resource should help to test the design’s functionality. This allows for fresh perspectives, the ability to test more than one design, and the avoidance of emotional involvement in a design approach that turns out to be inappropriate during design testing. The key is to find appropriate test users from the intended audience. This ought to be the most expensive part of the design cycle. Appropriate questions to ask include: what is the website about, who is it aimed at, how would you go about using it? The presenter summarised his recommendations: put the user at the centre of your design, define your users’ characteristics, re-write briefs as tasks users want to perform, design quickly and cheaply, test with at least but not many more than three users a time, always ensure tasks are achievable, always look for both opportunities and problems.
In a session on Monday afternoon entitled “Using digital resources”, Claire Warwick of UCL introduced the LAIRAH project in a paper named “What’s in a name? Measuring use and non-use of digital resources in the arts and humanities through log analysis techniques”. The LAIRAH project, funded by the AHRC ICT strategy, aims to determine whether, how, and why online digital resources in the humanities are used, and what factors might make them usable and sustainable. The objectives are to record the actual level of use by using deep log analysis tools, to investigate possible common characteristics of well-used or non-used resources, to take into account the impact of institutional features, such as expertise in the area, to determine the effect of user consultation during the design process, and to establish possible ways of re-using neglected resources. The methods employed were quantitative, using three gateway sites (AHDS, Artefact, HUMBUL), and qualitative, focussing on 25 well-used projects in different disciplines, conducting interviews with the creators, and a study of the documentation provided with each of the projects. The main advantage of the analysis of web logs is that they are real evidence, a record of what users actually do on a site, not what they thought they did, or ought to have done. The disadvantages are that there is no previous research in the area to draw on, that logs obviously don’t provide any data on neglected resources, and that there was no time to analyse the logs of the individual projects. The findings include: 
1. logs are not actually always kept by the site owners,
2. there is generally a relatively low level of use and many neglected sites, 
3. both the name and content of a resource are crucial for its success, 
4. the emphasis of most online resources is on their creation in the first place not their re-use in the future, 
5. support services around an online resource are crucial, 
6. academics, while selective and individualistic in their use of resources, are also more persistent than ordinary users, 
7. there is a general preference for generic information resources, 
8. there is a general lack of concern with documentation and archiving of online resources. 
Recommendations for producers of online resources included: logs should be kept and made available to researchers; naming of resources is crucial - the subject matter needs to be clear from it. For funders, recommendations were: broadly-used resources need to be distinguished from less-used pure research, small research communities need to be adequately provided for. Librarians need to be properly trained in the use of digital humanities resources to be able to advise potential users. The presenter summed up by highlighting some key findings: 1. users don’t come just because you build resources, 2. there is not enough interaction between producers and users of resources. There are literally hundreds of neglected sites: a warning to everybody.
In a third session on Monday afternoon, James Wilson of OUCS presented on “What researchers want from the Web”, the outcomes of an Intute study (http://www.intute.ac.uk/artsandhumanities/researchers.html) of the UK’s HE research community. Intute is the successor of the RDN and is comprised of four subject groups (formerly eight hubs). As a result HUMBUL and Artifact are now one service called “Intute: Arts and Humanities”, which holds about 18,000 records. The findings presented here result from the analysis of 135 responses to an RDN survey launched in March. The survey found that humanities researchers can generally be characterised as engaging in very similar basic research activities and in many traditional publishing projects. This is in contrast to their counterparts in the arts. Arts scholars are more likely to collaborate and publish their work on the Web, and generally engage in a greater range of research activities than humanities scholars. Generally researchers evaluate online resources along traditional lines established in research: 
1. is the resource reliable and accurate, 
2. is it up-to-date and well-maintained, 
3. is it credible, authoritative, trustworthy, legitimate, 
4. who created and published the materials, 
5. how relevant and useful is it to my own research? 
Researchers expect a variety of services from a resource discovery service, such as clear and concise reviews of resources and a quick and easy-to-use search engine, and would like value-added services, such as a directory of bibliographic databases in each subject, a directory of journals, a directory of sources of funding and scholarships, a conference calendar, etc. While some of these services require the collaboration of the research community with the research discovery service and respondents indicated their willingness to contribute, this is in contradiction with the online publication behaviour of scholars who are generally not likely to show much interest in any form of online publication. The key findings concluded the presentation: 
1. there is a broad range of research practices,
2. there is a narrow range of general online resources used, 
3. researchers want accurate, authoritative, well-maintained information, 
4. resource discovery services should be quick and easy to use, 
5. researchers appreciate value-added services.  
In a second paper in this session entitled “Intute: Arts and Humanities – the new era of online resource discovery”, Shoshannah Holdom of OUCS gave a presentation on the new Intute service, successor of the RDN. The aims of the integration of the HUMBUL and Artifact hubs into the new subject group “Arts and Humanities” were not only technical integration into one database with the possibility of searching all resources at once, but also streamlining the service to make it easier to use with a more clearly defined mission: to advance education and research by promoting the best of the Web through evaluation and collaboration. Intute is intended to solve the frustrations of the Internet by providing a free service that lists only hand-picked, quality-assessed and peer-reviewed resources in the subject areas covered. Intute can be seen as a network of specialists for specialists. The new features of the service include: 
1. an index of AHRC-funded projects,
2. an index of electronic journals,
3. an artists’ index, 
4. a monthly ‘limelight’ showcase, 
5. an ‘on this date’ and timeline feature, 
6. news aggregation services, 
7. editor’s blog. 
In addition, Intute is fully personalisable and still features the well-established virtual training suites.
In a session on Tuesday, Mark Greengrass of Sheffield University gave a presentation on “Infrastructure support needs for researchers in the arts and humanities”. The findings come from the aria (http://aria.dmu.ac.uk/) and RePAH (http://repah.dmu.ac.uk/) projects. The paper highlighted the trend away from a one-way communication model in digital resources towards a series of distributed Web services contributed to and owned by the research community. Content and access are the key considerations for user, and this is reflected in the individualistic and pluralistic information behaviour and work styles of researchers. While there is an observable increased dependency on electronic resources, there is also an increased fragmentation of the information resources used. Researchers’ preferences were for some form of “workflow management” of their own research activities, advanced resource discovery tools, news feed tools, and collaborative research tools (shared bookmarking, collaborative annotations, etc.). In conclusion, there is necessity for development of a “managed research environment” for researchers, which is interoperable, aggregative, personalisable, authenticated, community-based, easy-to-use, and which embraces the new technologies the Web of the future will be based on, such as Web/Library 2.0 and the Semantic Web.
In the same session, Robert Phiddian of Flinders gave a paper entitled “‘Who is the third who walks always beside you?’ or how to engage humanities researchers in building digital repositories”. The presenter focussed on the necessity of three parties engaging in the process of building digital repositories: not just the IT experts and librarians/curators, but more importantly the researchers need to be involved, otherwise the current situation of beautiful repository architectures but patchy repositories is likely to continue. The presenter called for a down-to-earth approach, a recognition that researchers have a pragmatic view of IT, that their use is primarily needs-based, that they distrust generalised models, that they prefer working alone to collaboration, that the computational enthusiasm which is often found is absurd and has no connection to the reality of humanities scholars. Nevertheless, digital repositories do offer real opportunities: there is a mass of collectable valuable research out there in digital format, most humanities research has a long life-cycle and is ideal for repositories, the accumulated research output has critical mass, digital repositories are ideal for citations as well as peer-review and feedback. A successful implementation strategy for digital repositories in the humanities must be both modular and scalable. A focus on retrospective materials is advisable despite the problems with copyright involved. Generally speaking, the interests of all groups need to be aligned: librarians/curators, IT experts, and scholars. For the scholars, relevance and integration into their scholarly activities are important, not the technology. 
In the final paper of this session, Ruth Kirkham and John Pybus of Oxford University gave a presentation on the ‘Building a Virtual Research Environment for the Humanities’ (BVREH) focuses funded by the JISC, which are currently on the humanities division at Oxford. The paper was entitled “User requirements gathering for the humanities: how do we establish best practice for the community?” The basis for the paper was one of the planned three workshops funded by the AHRC and organised by the BVREH-project with the aim of identifying the needs of scholars in a broad range of subject areas and disciplines building on the existing expertise in e-science. The aim is to get a clearer picture of the commonalities and differences between the humanities and sciences in the application of e-science methodologies. There was no pre-defined set of technologies with which humanities scholars were approached, rather the process was investigative based on the feedback received during the workshops. Subsequently three or four demonstrators based on the findings will be presented to researchers for evaluation and comments. The user requirements workshops will be conducted at various places, the intention being to build up a humanities-based user requirements community. The structure of the workshops aims to establish the current user requirements in ICT-based projects, to gather the requirements of users in e-science based projects, and ultimately to produce a best practice guide for the humanities. The methodologies involved range from informal meetings and focus groups, to unstructured and semi-structured interviews on the current use of IT, communication and collaboration, and local and external tools. A review of the e-science methods and their evaluation for the humanities will contribute to a clearer picture of the e-science methodologies likely to emerge in the humanities. Early adoption of e-science methods in some disciplines will contribute to raising awareness in the whole community. The project is still very much work-in-progress, and although the findings of the first workshop will be published shortly, more involvement of the community is required to alert scholars to the new opportunities offered by e-science developments without forcing technology on people. Integration into research practices is much more important than employing technology for e-sciences’ sake.
The final conference review highlighted, not surprisingly, some of the issues with integrating the humanities and arts at an academic conference like DRHA. While a positive overall picture of DRHA 2006 was drawn, it was also apparent from participants’ comments that while it was certainly an exciting and challenging experiment, it will remain for future DRHAs to prove that it is a successful one. Next year’s DRHA will be hosted by the University of Sheffield.
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