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Introduction 

This paper reports on work conducted in the context of Preparing DARIAH: Preparing for the 

construction of the Digital Research Infrastructure for the Arts and Humanities, a 

collaborative European project co-funded by the ESFRI e-Infrastructures programme, aiming 

at providing the foundations (strategic, financial, legal, technological and conceptual) for the 

timely design and construction of the digital infrastructure requisite for scholarly research in 

the arts, humanities and cultural heritage in Europe.1 The Digital Curation Unit-IMIS, Athena 

Research Centre is currently engaging in a two-pronged research programme within the 

conceptual modelling work-package of DARIAH consisting: a) of the formulation of a 

conceptual model for scholarly research activity suitable for the representation of actual 

information practice in scholarly work, and b) of an empirical study of scholarly research 

activity, based on the elicitation, transcription, encoding, analysis and interpretation of open-

question interviews with humanities scholars across Europe. 

 

Empirical Research in DARIAH 

<1> 

From January to June 2009, 24 interviews were conducted; most interviews were conducted 

face-to-face in Greece, either in Greek or in English; a further round is planned across 

Europe, based on Skype and/or telephone interviews. Survey participants had to be 

researchers doing advanced research in the field of the arts and humanities. They were 

selected according to expertise and were members of academic departments or research 

institutes. 

 

<2> 

Interviewees covered a wide scope of disciplines within the arts and humanities, ranging 

from history (ancient, modern, contemporary), history of art, Byzantine studies, archaeology 

(iconographic research, experimental archaeology, archaeological site-based research, 

archaeological survey) and anthropology (anthropology of material culture, 

ethnomusicology). They were at different career stages, ranging from doctoral candidates to 

full professors, and held both academic and non-academic positions. They displayed widely 

varying familiarity and intensity of use of ICT tools, ranging from laggards to early adopters  
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and innovators according to the Rogers Adoption/Innovation curve.2 Thirteen of the 

interviewees were male, the rest female. About two thirds were Greek. The largest groups of 

interviewees by discipline were archaeologists (11, albeit of widely diverse specialties, from 

iconography to site survey), historians (5), humanities/cultural studies (3) and literature 

scholars (3). 

 

<3> 

All interviews were recorded with the consent of the participants, transcribed into written 

form, segmented according to topic, and tagged by two members of the research team (one 

analyst and one classical archaeologist/ancient historian). The duration of the interviews 

ranged from 45 to 90 minutes, depending on the interviewees’ personal interests, research 

methodology employed, and reports of other activities which we considered would be 

relevant to the research, such as, notably, academic teaching: an activity that frequently 

coexists with scholarly research, in as much as academic teachers are, as a rule, involved in 

active research. Interviews were conversational, and based on an open questionnaire, 

encouraging the elicitation of further information when this was justified by the scope of the 

present research. Despite known difficulties arising in the analysis of free text interviews, the 

open questionnaire format helped identify important differences between specific 

methodological perspectives and thematic interests within and across disciplines. 

 

Background work on Scholarly Primitives 

<4> 

For this paper we choose to use the term ›activity‹ with the meaning of ›method‹ as, 

according to our belief, it is more applicable to the research done in the humanities than the 

term ›primitive‹. A recent account of scholarly information process, by Palmer and 

associates,3 defines five ›scholarly activities‹: searching, collecting, reading, writing and 

collaborating. These, as well as a bucket of ›cross-cutting primitives‹ are further refined to a 

more detailed, and useful, list of twenty granular ›scholarly primitives‹; of these, browsing, 

collecting, re-reading, assembling, consulting and notetaking were found to be particularly 

common in the humanities, while chaining, accessing, assessing, disseminating and 

networking were seen as equally applicable to the humanities as well as other disciplines. 

Chaining, in particular, was identified as the most notable activity among humanists as they 

seek information. In addition, probing and translating activities were found to be most 

common in interdisciplinary research, a noteworthy finding considering the frequently 

interdisciplinary nature of work in the arts and humanities.4 Nevertheless, what seems to be  
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emerging is that John Unsworth’s5 notions and Palmer’s ideas were not in fact ›primitives‹ in 

the aforesaid sense; rather, these are processes per se, which describe kinds of activities. 

 

<5> 

The validity of the aforementioned ›primitives‹ or ›activities‹ as tools in conceptualizing and 

understanding arts and humanities research has been recently challenged, and so has the 

question on whether these comprise applicable components of the research cycle.6 Seamus 

Ross convincingly argued that what should be perceived as ›primitives‹ would be 

archetypical processes that give rise to specific instances of tasks in the context of specific 

research endeavours, namely: a) question making, b) hypothesis formulation and 

explanation, c) method selection, d) data and information gathering, e) sense making, f) 

representation and communication, g) review and discourse and then, new question making.7 

 

<6> 

The key point raised by Ross is that research primitives need to be differentiated from 

information seeking processes, and perhaps systematically related with them. As scholars 

think and communicate on the basis of their understanding of research process, it is 

important to provide an explicit identification of methods that corresponds to how they 

understand specific stages and processes of their research cycle. While the specific 

»research primitives« suggested by Ross correspond to a particular conceptualization of 

research, typically exemplified by logical positivism based on hypothesis testing and (in the 

field of social and human sciences) statistical inference, the approach could be generalized 

on the basis of alternative epistemological viewpoints such as that of critical realism. 

 

<7> 

In concrete terms, this new account links scholarly primitives, in our model of scholarly 

research activity, with the notion of methods, rather than that of activity or procedure. A 

review of research methods from the methods taxonomy developed as part of the British 

AHRC Methods Network project, in fields such as art history, or archaeology, allows us to 

find meaningful correspondences between such methods and specific stages of scholarly 

research. 

Art Historical Research 

<8> 

In general terms, humanities are a field which is characterized most by the gathering of 

evidence. This regards every item – preferably, however, primary resources – that could be 

useful to a scholar while doing his/her research8 or when building his/her collection. More  
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specifically, examination of research methods in the field of art history revealed that the 

creation of personal collections is based on the primary and secondary resources needed for 

a specific research and could include both analogical and digital material.9 This is always 

assessed by scholars regarding its usefulness, reliability and appropriateness. So, in this 

particular discipline, as well as in the humanities in general, the collection of information 

objects is considered a default activity,10 carried out for specific reasons and involves many 

personalized ways of organizing information. 

 

<9> 

Palmer discovered that the aforementioned collections constitute mainly documents rather 

than row data, as well as that they could be useful to other researchers. Especially 

collections which include visual reproductions of works of art are of particular importance to 

art historians. The reason is that the activity of collecting could help resolve many problems 

scholars face such as copyright issues, incompatibility of metadata, duration and strength of 

items.11 

 

<10> 

Regarding the first stages of research, while searching for the information objects, 

suggestions made by colleagues or fellow researchers on bibliographic sources and 

information material about the research subject is one of the most effective methods of 

finding information objects.12 Even discussions with colleagues from different fields may 

generate ideas for new research projects or different ways for developing the existing ones.13 

Moreover, as it is already noted, while trying to collect all the information needed, another 

researcher’s personal collection could perhaps prove useful,14 just like criticism of colleagues 

is a key factor during the process of evaluation of sources.15 Palmer’s observation that 

researchers evaluate their evidence based on factors such as interest, originality, quality, 

timeliness, availability and criticism of their colleagues is also quite interesting.16 The opinion 

of colleagues and their advice is frequently taken under consideration in the humanities, and 

especially in art history.17 The advisory role of colleagues is a particular feature in the field of 

art history18 and takes place alongside various stages of research.19 

 

<11> 

Another stage of research that the digital era could enhance is writing. Writing in the 

humanities is considered a solitary research activity,20 unlike other disciplines such as the 

social sciences, in which the whole process of research is usually teamwork.21 On the other 

hand, we could not avoid mentioning an exception noted by Bakewell and associates in their  
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research’s results.22 While most respondents answered that art historians do not collaborate 

with colleagues, two of them revealed that they have tried writing a project with another 

person, and with relative success. Furthermore, the fact that, nowadays, cooperation through 

writing and publishing on the web has increased seems rather encouraging.23 

 

Communication & Collaboration in Art History 

<12> 

As for cooperation in the field of art history, the status is the same as the one prevailing in 

other humanities disciplines. According to research conducted by Bakewell and associates24 

only few of the art historians who participated in the interviews had attempted some kind of 

collaboration with other colleagues. While, therefore, the network of colleagues is very 

important for a researcher in art history,25 most scholars, still, tend to work alone.26 

 

<13> 

Two of the main communication methods among researchers are publishing and presenting 

the results of their research at seminars or conferences.27 Publishing a part of a research 

project before its completion aims to welcome criticism and advice from the academic 

community. Preprints on the web are another part of the publishing activity not yet exploited 

at present in the area of the humanities, which could possibly prove to be a very useful 

service.28 Specifically, the trend, but also the need, for publishing individual chapters before 

the final version of their work in order to receive criticism and advice of colleagues29, could be 

covered in the digital era by preprints on the web. 

 

<14> 

But, according to Palmer’s considerations,30 the distribution and communication of data to the 

research community is a bit problematic for those scholars who have tried hard to gather 

their material, not yet published their work or concerned about intellectual property issues. In 

this group are clearly included scholars in the humanities – and art historians as well. Having 

often traveled far in order to collect their material, scattered all over the world, art historians 

feel more hesitation in the idea to share it with others.31 We can also understand that from 

the negative attitude they have towards a possible exchange of collections with other 

researchers.32 

 

<15> 

Usually, before starting a partnership, it is necessary to establish relationships between 

colleagues, an activity which, today, can be benefit and highlighted by new technologies.33  
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Firstly, surveys show that building relationships between colleagues is an area in which 

researchers in the humanities are very active, developing the so-called informal 

communication.34 Developing and maintaining a network of people, from the same discipline 

or not,35 can contribute to the advancement of a scholars’ research output. Advice and 

criticism, ideas for new research projects, the enrichment of personal collections of 

bibliographic and other kind of material, as well as the retrieval of information about the new 

trends in the field are some of the main advantages of contacting a wide circle of people.36 

Moreover, in art history, the maintenance of a wide network of people can serve as a policy 

to avoid potential misunderstandings. For example, updating colleagues on a study or a 

specific research topic, previously examined or researched by others, may prevent 

misunderstandings and possible future embarrassment.37 

 

Are art historians familiar with IT tools? To what extent? (DARIAH/cartoon) – stress 

status quo in Europe 
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Tools for supporting collaboration 

<16> 

Based on the idea that in the humanities the informal communication is often of greater value 

than the official,38 it is worth mentioning the dissemination of information through conferences 

and personal exchange of views and advice between the research community39 and how it is 

enhanced by the use of new technologies. The use of technology, for example at 

conferences, through electronic presentations of research projects, and the possibility of 

online meetings have clearly facilitated the process of exchanging views. By this way many 

restrictions that prevailed until recently have broken, such as the geographical and 

technical.40 The use of electronic mail, blogs, discussion lists and forums, open a new field of 

study in the humanities,41 that of communication and cooperation. 

 

<17> 

Digital services and tools can, in turn, help build research communities and contest the 

perception of lack of cooperation in the humanities.42 For instance, electronic mail is 

appreciated for its speed, contributing in this way to maintain contact and facilitate 

collaboration with colleagues and publishers.43 Also, discussion lists are suitable for scholars 

in order to keep updated on the latest news in the field and identify colleagues working on 

the same or similar topics. Finally forums are perfect for discussion and advice exchanging.44 
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<18> 

As for the history of art, Grindley45 refers to some digital tools and services that could 

highlight and improve communication and cooperation. Telephone or e-mail46 are no longer 

the only means of communication among the community. According to Grindley,47 

communication through digital tools and services such as Skype, Instant Messenger and 

iChat, and the increasing use of wikis and blogs based on ongoing research projects, may 

open new horizons for cooperation among art historians, but also more widely in the fields of 

arts and humanities. 

 

<19> 

In conclusion, after identifying the role of new media in enhancing networking, we could 

result that, in this case, the various digital services have begun to play a key role in 

facilitating communication between researchers.48 So, in the future, collaboration may 

possibly become more frequent among researchers in art history during all stages of 

research, including the less enhanced, such as writing.49 But, regarding new technologies 

and their application in arts and humanities, more changes should occur in order for all 

scholars in the field to trust and get more familiar with them. 
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