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Connecting Communities: Computer Science (CS) 
& Cultural Heritage (CH) & Digital Humanities (DH)
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What motivates (or demotivates) us to work 
together?



Library Labs as experimental incubators 
for digital humanities research

● Libraries as the laboratories of the humanities
- à la Bruno Latour

● Library Labs as frameworks for 
interdisciplinary collaboration 

● Collections as Data: providing data-level 
access to digitised and born-digital collections

● Towards a Digital Research Lab at KBR, the 
Royal Library of Belgium

● Looking towards the future 



The humanities laboratory? 



2 years in the lives of some biologists ...

“the approach chosen by Bruno Latour was to become part 
of a laboratory, to follow closely the daily and intimate 
processes of scientific work, while at the same time to 
remain an inside outside observer, a kind of 
anthropological probe to study a scientific 'culture' - to 
follow in every detail what the scientists do and how and 
what they think.” (p12)

Latour, B., Salk, J., & Woolgar, S. (1986) Laboratory life: The 
construction of scientific facts. 2nd ed. Princeton University Press, 
Princeton, NJ.

With thanks to Mace Ojala, IT-University Copenhagen 



What are labs?

● Places of scientific experimentation

● What does this mean in the context of 
humanities research?

● If libraries are the laboratories of the 
humanities, could they be a locus for 
innovation and experimentation?



Community understanding

Eleonora Moiraghi (2018) Le projet Corpus et ses publics potentiels. : 
Une étude prospective sur les besoins et les attentes des futurs usagers. 
[Rapport de recherche] Bibliothèque nationale de France.
https://hal-bnf.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01739730 

https://hal-bnf.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01739730


The humanities laboratory? 

● Can we consider libraries as the laboratories 
of the humanities?

● If so, are they good places to observe the 
“daily and intimate” scientific practices of the 
humanist at work?

● By working together with humanists in the 
‘library lab’ could this increased “intimacy" 
lead to true partnership in research?



What are ‘library’ labs?



What are ‘library’ labs? 

"Any library program, physical or digital (or a 
hybrid) in which innovative approaches to library 
services, tools, or materials are tested in some 
structured way before being made part of regular 
workflows, programs, or mission."

Brooks, M., & Heller, M. (2013) Library labs. 
Reference & User Services Quarterly 52(3),
186-190 (2013).





Scholars’ Lab, University of Virginia Library (2006-)

https://scholarslab.lib.virginia.edu/

“The UVA Library’s community lab for the practice of 
experimental scholarship in all disciplines, informed by digital 
humanities, spatial technologies, and cultural heritage 
approaches"



Skunks in the library?

Nowviskie, B. : Skunks in the library: A path to production for scholarly R&D. 
Journal of Library Administration 53(1), 53 - 66 (2013).
https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2013.756698

Nowviskie, B. : A skunk in the library. Blogpost. 
28 June 2011, https://nowviskie.org/2011/a-skunk-in-the-library/. 

“skunkworks, a small and nimble 
technical team, deliberately and 
self-consciously and (yes) quite unfairly 
freed from much of the surrounding 
bureaucracy of the larger organization"



Founded in 2013

https://www.bl.uk/projects/british-library-labs

https://www.bl.uk/projects/british-library-labs




Berlin State Library Lab (SBB Lab) 
Founded August 2019 

https://lab.sbb.berlin/?lang=en 



Get data here: https://goo.gl/66icov  (you need a google account, you can get one here:  https://goo.gl/CGdUhY)

Analysis: Nora McGregor, 
Digital Scholarship, BL

Building Library Labs Survey 2018 

Growing ‘Library’ Labs International Community

https://goo.gl/CGdUhY


Library of Congress Labs (LC Labs) Founded Sept. 2017 

https://labs.loc.gov/static/portals/labs/meta/images/DChudnov-MGallinger_LCLabReport.pdf 

Gallinger, M. & Chudnov, D. (2016)
Library of Congress Lab. Library of Congress 
Digital Scholars Lab Pilot Project Report

https://labs.loc.gov/ 



Towards a data lab at the 
Royal Library of Sweden

Snickars, P. (2018) Datalabb på KB: En 
föstudie. National Library of Sweden. 

http://www.kb.se/dokument/Bibliotek/utredn_rapporter/2018/1.2.1-2017-752.pdf 

http://www.kb.se/dokument/Bibliotek/utredn_rapporter/2018/1.2.1-2017-752.pdf


Towards an international ‘Labs’ network



Building Library Labs: 1st Event, September 2018

https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2018/09/building-library-labs-around-the-world.html

Programme: https://goo.gl/X3XpSY



Building Library Labs: 1st Event, September 2018

https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2018/09/building-library-labs-around-the-world.html

67 page collaborative 
Google Doc



Building Library Labs: 2nd Event, March 2019

https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2019/02/the-world-wide-lab-building-library-labs-part-ii.html

Programme: https://goo.gl/JujjQ5 



Building Library Labs: 2nd Event, March 2019

61 page collaborative 
Google Doc

Also Chatham House rules!

https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2019/02/the-world-wide-lab-building-library-labs-part-ii.htm



It’s all about people!

YouTube:  https://bit.ly/2YMxXYj 

https://bit.ly/2YMxXYj


GLAM Labs: Communication Tools

http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/LIBRARYLABS.html
Over 150 people joined!

https://wikis.fu-berlin.de/x/xQAxNw 
email: mahendra.mahey@bl.uk

to be added

WhatsApp 

Mailing List

Wiki

Slack

https://buildingglamlabs.slack.com/Zoom 

Send international number to
mahendra.mahey@bl.uk : 

+447871287026
to be added

http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/LIBRARYLABS.html
mailto:mahendraa.mahey@bl.uk
https://buildingglamlabs.slack.com/
mailto:mahendra.mahey@bl.uk


Growing the International Cultural Heritage Labs 
Community

Currently
● 250+ people
● 60+ institutions
● 30 countries 

Global GLAM Labs Directory in 
development by Somia Salim 
(India) & Fidelity Phiri (Zambia) 
at UCL Qatar



Regional Labs Events 

National Library of Australia
27-29 March 2019

Museum for All People, Madrid
2-5 April 2019



Regional Labs Events 

National Library of Austria
13 June 2019

Royal Library of Belgium
8 May 2019



Regional Labs Events - New Territories!

Livingstone Museum, Zambia
1 August 2019

First event in Sub Saharan Africa

“Building and providing the benefits of a global digital cultural 
heritage Labs community”

October 13-15, 2019, Cairo, Egypt



3rd  International Labs Event @ Library of Congress 

● Library of Congress, Washington DC, 
4-6 May 2020

● Focus: Collections as Data / Building 
Library Labs

● More news soon! 



Digital Cultural Heritage 
Innovation Labs BookSprint
23-27 Sept. 2019, Doha, Qatar 

https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2019/07/invitation-to-join-digital-cultural-herit
age-innovation-labs-book-sprint-doha-qatar-23-27-september-.html



International Labs Booksprint

https://www.booksprints.net/

The GLAM 
Labs Living 
Cookbook?

5 days 15 people! Another team in Australia/NZ editing, 
proofing and illustrating each day when other group sleeping. A readsprint after and 

regularly?

Over 120 pages 
output from 2 

events 



Collections as Data



What collections are we talking about?
‘Analogue’ collections? 



Metadata? 

http://jennriley.com/metadatamap/



Digitised collections? 

http://www.ugent.be/en/facilities/library/google-project.htm



Hand-written documents? 

https://transkribus.eu/Transkribus/



Born-digital collections, e.g. web-archives? 

http://www.bnf.fr/en/collections_and_services/book_press
_media/a.internet_archives.html



Datasets? 

http://lab.kb.nl/datasets

https://data.bl.uk/research/



National Library of Scotland’s Data Foundry

https://data.nls.uk/



With thanks to Mahendra Mahey, BL Labs



Facilitating data-reuse

https://datacharter.hypotheses.org



Collections as Data: “Always Already 
Computational” & “Part to Whole”

https://collectionsasdata.github.io/ 



Collections as Data: “Always Already 
Computational” - Final Report 

Padilla, Thomas, Allen, Laurie, Frost, Hannah, Potvin, Sarah, Russey 
Roke, Elizabeth, & Varner, Stewart. (2019, May 22). Final Report --- 
Always Already Computational: Collections as Data (Version 1). Zenodo. 
http://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3152935

Always Already Computational: Collections as Data final report and 
project deliverables: https://osf.io/mx6uk/wiki/home/ 

http://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3152935
https://osf.io/mx6uk/wiki/home/


Towards a Digital Research Lab at 
KBR Royal Library of Belgium



Welcome to KBR, Royal Library of Belgium!

https://www.kbr.be/en/ 



Inspiration @ 1st Building Library Labs event, September 2018!



KBR Labs proposal

● FED-tWIN: programme of sustainable research 
cooperation between the Federal Scientific Institutions 
& Belgian universities

● “Towards a KBR Digital Research Lab and knowledge 
network for the study of Belgium’s digitised and 
born-digital historical, literary and cultural heritage of 
the 19th - 21st centuries.”

● To establish a long-term cooperation between the 
Ghent Centre for Digital Humanities (GhentCDH) and 
the Royal Library of Belgium (KBR) - 10 years initially



KBR Labs proposal

The aim of the KBR Digital Research Lab is:

● facilitate data-level access to KBR’s digitised and 
born-digital collections

● ensure that the digitised and born-digital 
collections are embedded into researcher’s 
workflows in a user-friendly manner

● optimise the digitised collections for using digital 
humanities research methods, such text and data 
mining



KBR Labs proposal
Phase 1: Start-up Phase (Years 1-2)
● Pilot study for establishing the KBR Labs
● Evaluate the research potential with a series of ‘research 

pilots’
● Develop an implementation plan for years 3-5

Phase 2: Implementation Phase (Years 3-5)
● To put the recommendations from phase 1 into action
● Establish an overarching research programme
● Develop an exploitation plan including business model

Phase 3: Exploitation Phase (Years 5+)
● KBR Labs to become ‘business as usual’ both for the KBR & 

for the GhentCDH



1st KBR Labs event @ DATeCH 2019

1.data access: using APIs to access 
digital library collections

2.data preparation: preparing the 
data for analysis

3.data analysis: tools and methods 
for analysing your data

http://datech.digitisation.eu/programme/workshop/



Next steps 

● Project proposal: “DATA-KBR-BE: Facilitating 
Data-level Access to KBR Collections for Open 
Science“

● Aim: to optimise KBR’s existing ICT infrastructure 
to stimulate sustainable data-level access to 
KBR’s digitised collections for digital humanities 
research, i.e. to set-up data.kbr.be
  

● Advertise for a KBR Labs PostDoc Researcher!



TPDL 2019: Connecting with Communities ...



Libraries are the laboratories of 
the humanities? 

● Can we see Labs in libraries as a locus for 
experimentation and innovation for 
humanities research?

● Could Library Labs enable  humanities 
researchers, cultural heritage 
professionals and computer scientists to 
work more closely together to push the 
boundaries of contemporary humanistic 
enquiry?



Labs as a 3rd place? 

“In community building, the third place is the social 
surroundings separate from the two usual social 
environments of home ("first place") and the 
workplace ("second place"). Examples of third places 
would be environments such as churches, cafes, 
clubs, public libraries, or parks. In his influential book 
The Great Good Place, Ray Oldenburg (1989, 1991) 
argues that third places are important for civil society, 
democracy, civic engagement, and establishing 
feelings of a sense of place.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Third_place

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community_building
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_library
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Great_Good_Place_(Oldenburg)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Great_Good_Place_(Oldenburg)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ray_Oldenburg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civil_society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civic_engagement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sense_of_place


Connecting Communities: Computer Science (CS) 
& Cultural Heritage (CH) & Digital Humanities (DH)

With thanks to Isabel Martinez & Gustavo Candela

What motivates (or demotivates) us to work 
together?



Thank 
you!



Sally Chambers | Sally.Chambers@UGent.be
University of Ghent, Belgium

http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/LIBRARYLABS.html

Thank 
you!

mailto:Sally.Chambers@UGent.be
http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/LIBRARYLABS.html

