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international grid of digital research (Atkins 2003). In 
the United Kingdom, e-Science and e-Social Science 
programmes have been established to channel fund-
ing into the development of such infrastructures (Hey 
2003). In Australia, the term e-Research has been used 
for the same type of initiative. 

These trends are already evident in disciplines such 
as astronomy, where national and international group-
ings of researchers are being formed through the 
agency of ‘virtual observatories’ (Djorgovski 2004). 
By linking together shared data from observatories 
around the world and providing appropriate software 
tools to analyse and manipulate the data, astronomers 
are increasingly able to work together across national 
boundaries as part of a single global knowledge com-
munity.

This kind of approach is well-suited to scientifi c re-
search, but its appropriateness for the humanities is 
yet to be tested. Of particular relevance and interest, 
then, is the Commission on Cyberinfrastructure for 
the Humanities and Social Sciences, established by 
the American Council of Learned Societies in 2004. 
The Commission is intended to go beyond the use 
of digital technologies as ‘tools enhancing research 
methodologies’, and to examine ways in which they 
can become ‘a force creating environments that en-
able the creation of new knowledge’ (ACLS 2004). A 
range of experts in the humanities and social sciences 
have been presenting the Commission with their ideas 
for the creative and innovative use of technology to 
transform their disciplines.

In Australia, the main government funding body for 
research in higher education institutions – the Austral-
ian Research Council (ARC) – has responded to these 
imperatives by establishing its Research Networks pro-
gramme in 2004. The purpose of this programme is to 
build large-scale groups of researchers and encourage 
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The Network for Early European Research (NEER) is 
a new Australian initiative to broaden and deepen re-
search in the fi eld of medieval and early modern Eu-
ropean studies. An integral part of the Network is a 
Digital Services Programme, which integrates various 
digital strategies designed to advance the Network’s 
ambitious goals. This paper looks at the ways in which 
the Network is using information technologies to rein-
vent a traditional humanities discipline.

Research networks, cyberinfrastructure and 
the humanities
Academic research is being changed fundamentally by 
two major imperatives. In the fi rst place, it operates in-
creasingly within an interdisciplinary and international 
framework. Research teams are increasingly interna-
tional, and are tending more and more to be com-
posed of temporary groupings of researchers from a 
range of disciplines, brought together to address a 
specifi c problem. The complexity and scale of these 
research problems require the assembling of expertise 
from different disciplinary perspectives as well as from 
different institutions and organizations. Research into 
the problem of soil salinity, for example, requires the 
involvement of soil scientists, environmental scien-
tists, plant biologists, animal biologists, water engi-
neers, and even historians.

Closely allied to this is a second trend: the growing 
centrality of information technologies to the ways in 
which research is done. The importance of information 
technologies in academic research has been highlight-
ed by a number of recent initiatives and investigations. 
The Atkins Report to the US National Science Founda-
tion in 2003 used the term ‘cyberinfrastructure’ to de-
scribe the way in which software platforms can be in-
terlinked to manage the vast deluge of scientifi c data, 
enabling researchers around the world to tap into an 
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them to collaborate across institutional and discipli-
nary boundaries. It goes beyond the ARC’s existing 
support for smaller-scale collaboration, and aims to 
develop these linkages at a national and international 
level. The ARC has also initiated an e-Research pro-
gramme, but this is as yet on a fairly small scale. The 
funding for each Research Network is of the order of 
A$1.5 million over a period of fi ve years. Twenty-four 
networks were funded in 2004, mostly in the areas of 
science, technology and medicine.

One of the key areas in which the ARC envisaged that 
the networks would be active was the development of 
shared information technologies and knowledge man-
agement tools, new databases, and new technologies 
for communication and interaction. These activities 
were seen as part of the crucial infrastructure which 
would be needed to underpin collaborative research in 
a national setting.

The Network for Early European Research
The Network for Early European Research (NEER) 
was one of only two ARC networks to be funded in 
the humanities. It is offi cially based at the University 
of Western Australia, where its executive and secre-
tariat are located, but most of its academic activities 
(conferences, seminars and workshops) take place 
3,000 kilometres away on the Eastern side of Austral-
ia. The Network’s structure is a mixture of individual 
researchers and institutional members. Its individual 
participants include researchers in most of Austral-
ia’s 37 universities, ranging from eminent academics 
through to postgraduate students and early career 
researchers. More than 150 individuals are currently 
listed as Network participants. Their research covers 
all aspects of the culture and history of Europe in the 
Middle Ages and the Early Modern period, extending 
up to the initial European connections with Australia 
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

The Network has a range of institutional members 
including most of the larger Australian universities, 
such as Melbourne, Queensland and Sydney, which 
are all making a fi nancial contribution to the Network. 
There are also a number of institutional partners, in-
cluding commercial publishers like Brepols ProQuest 
and the University of Western Australia Press; public 
collecting institutions like the State Libraries of New 
South Wales and Victoria, and the Western Australian 
Maritime Museum; and community groups like the 
Perth Medieval and Renaissance Group, Australians 

Studying Abroad, and the Woodside Valley Founda-
tion.

The Network is organized around four main themes 
or research problems: Cultural Memory; Social Fabric; 
Science, Medicine and the Environment; and Early Eu-
ropean/Australasian Connections. Each of these has 
a team leader, whose role is to coordinate Network 
activities and communication between researchers 
with an interest in the specifi c research area. Most 
of the academic activities of the Network are focused 
around these four themes, with each area organizing 
and supporting conferences, seminars, postgraduate 
advanced training workshops, and meetings to devel-
op a research agenda and develop collaborative grant 
applications.

While most of these are the type of activity in which 
academic researchers have been regularly involved, 
the difference in the Network’s case is that they take 
place at a national level and within a comprehensive 
national framework. They are not simply reliant on 
university departments, learned societies or even in-
dividual researchers. The Network contributes fi nan-
cially, and also has an overall strategy for encourag-
ing participation by postgraduate students and early 
career researchers. The other important difference is 
that these are only one strand in the Network’s pro-
grammes. Its activities in the digital arena are where it 
aims to be most innovative and forward-looking.

Digital Early European Resources: Stage 1
In response to the ARC’s emphasis on the use of in-
formation technologies within its Research Networks, 
NEER has developed its own digital services agenda 
as an integral part of its activities. Known as Digital 
Early European Resources (DEER), this programme 
brings together various activities in the digital arena 
which have two main goals: to provide resources for 
the Network’s participants, and to enable them to 
communicate more effectively with each other.

The Network’s initiatives in promoting more effec-
tive communication among its participants are fo-
cused partly on such well-established mechanisms 
as mailing lists, discussion groups, and a database of 
participants. But other activities are more innovative: 
the Network has set up a scheme known as e-Consult, 
which enables postgraduate students to identify and 
contact senior researchers who are willing to provide 
advice. While the initial contact is made through the 
Network’s Web site, and includes an agreement to 
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observe the protocols set down by the Network, sub-
sequent communication is entirely confi dential to the 
parties concerned.

Providing resources will be done in two main ways. 
The Network is working in partnership with two major 
commercial publishers of specialist databases to pro-
vide access for Network participants whose institution 
does not have a subscription. ProQuest is providing 
access to Early English Books Online (EEBO) while 
Brepols is providing access to a selected number of 
its full-text products. The main benefi ciaries of this 
approach are researchers in smaller universities and 
regional universities.

At the same time, NEER is developing its own re-
sources, beginning with a discovery service for iden-
tifying Early European artefacts, artworks and manu-
scripts in Australian collections. This involves a 
federated search service across the records of different 
types of institution with relevant collections: libraries, 
museums, archives, and galleries. Where digital ver-
sions of these objects are already available, the Net-
work will enable researchers to fi nd and view them.

As far as possible, the Network aims to avoid dupli-
cating work already done in the cultural heritage in-
stitutions themselves, and prefers to harvest existing 
metadata from their sites. The same principle applies 
to the digital objects identifi ed through the resource 
discovery service. The Network prefers to point to a fi le 
on the server of the appropriate institution, and avoids 
creating or storing its own digital fi les. It is, however, 
sponsoring a digitization programme on a small scale, 
by identifying signifi cant objects which have not been 
digitized and working with holding institutions to digi-
tize them. Among the models for this resource discov-
ery service are PictureAustralia and MusicAustralia, 
both of which are produced by the National Library of 
Australia (Ayres 2004).

The Network is also involved in electronic journal 
publication. The refereed journal Parergon, which is 
published by the Australian and New Zealand Asso-
ciation of Medieval and Early Modern Studies (AN-
ZAMEMS), is issued in electronic form through the 
Network’s Web site, as well as being available through 
journal packages like Project Muse. NEER provides 
publishing and subscription management services for 
this electronic version of Parergon.

Another area in which the Network has a keen inter-
est is the training of postgraduate students and early 
career researchers in specialist skills relevant to Early 

European research. The Network’s digital programme 
is contributing to this goal by establishing internships 
in partnership with publishers of electronic text col-
lections. Postgraduate students are given training in 
text encoding with markup languages like TEI as well 
as in database management and the development of 
Web sites. This training is closely linked to the use of 
editorial and research skills to create and review spe-
cialist content for databases in the fi elds of medieval 
and Early Modern history and literature.

Digital Early European Resources: Stage 2
While these initial activities in the Network’s digital 
services programme are integral to its success, they 
are not designed to be technically innovative, nor 
are they expected to promote transformative cultural 
change in humanities research. They are intended to 
harness and integrate a wide range of proven uses of 
technology. The next stage in the Network’s develop-
ment, however, is designed to use information tech-
nologies to reinvent and transform the discipline in a 
more innovative and fundamental way.

One of NEER’s main priorities in this second stage 
is to develop its own digital repository for the research 
output of its participants. To date, most digital reposi-
tories of this kind have been institutional – that is, they 
refl ect the output of a single university (Lynch 2003). 
While there has been considerable support and enthu-
siasm at the level of university policy and in university 
libraries for establishing these repositories, it has to 
be said that this approach has not been particularly 
successful in practice. Most institutions have had dif-
fi culty acquiring a suffi cient body of material for their 
repository. 

NEER is working with the ARROW Consortium (Aus-
tralian Repositories Online to the World), based at 
Monash University in Melbourne, to develop a reposi-
tory which is discipline-based and national in scope. 
ARROW has been funded by the Australian Govern-
ment as part of its Research Information Infrastruc-
ture Framework for Australian Higher Education. Its 
goal is to identify and test software to support best 
practice institutional digital repositories (Payne 2005). 
ARROW is using the Fedora architecture and software, 
initially to manage such materials as article preprints 
and postprints, theses and other print equivalents. 
The NEER repository will not be limited to articles and 
papers, though. It will also aim to collect and make 
available the underlying research data from these stud-
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ies, whether in the form of databases, spreadsheets, 
correspondence, images, sound fi les, maps, or other 
formats. NEER’s expectation is that researchers will 
see the value of contributing their research output to a 
repository as part of their continuing communication 
with fellow researchers in their discipline. By embed-
ding the repository into the existing pattern of discipli-
nary communication, the Network aims to provide a 
suffi cient incentive for researchers to participate, and 
to encourage the cultural change which is required for 
such approaches to be successful.

Within this repository, the Network is focusing partic-
ularly on metadata content and standards. While vari-
ous institutions and projects, including ARROW, have 
worked on metadata schemas and on the mapping of 
data from one schema to another, comparatively little 
work has been done on the content and standards for 
repository metadata. Most of the subject access to re-
positories is at a fairly simple and summary level, and 
researchers depositing their papers are given only a 
limited choice of subject terms for describing the con-
tent. NEER is investigating methods for embedding 
sophisticated subject ontologies into the repository 
framework, by bringing together the specialist discipli-
nary knowledge of the participants in the Network and 
existing vocabularies for subject access in indexing da-
tabases like the International Medieval Bibliography. 

Early European research is a diffi cult area for meta-
data because of the many European languages used in 
the original sources and in contemporary scholarship, 
and the lack of consistent terminology in some fi elds. 
Mapping variant forms of names is a particular chal-
lenge. As far as possible, the Network intends that this 
work on metadata and subject vocabularies should 
link into the broader framework of the Semantic Web.

The Network is also very interested in exploring how 
the existing repository framework might be used in 
transforming the way in which research is communi-
cated and disseminated. At present, repositories are a 
mainly static service. They collect and archive research 
papers and articles and make them available to other 
researchers. This underlying goal is not signifi cantly 
different from that of research libraries, though the 
communication system on which they are based does 
not depend so much on publishers and journals. The 
immediacy and availability of research results are im-
proved, but the effect of repositories on the research 
process itself is not transformative.

NEER is aiming to test the integration of repositor-

ies with other emerging technologies in an effort to 
design new structures for communicating research 
in the humanities. It aims to make room for young-
er researchers especially to experiment with new ap-
proaches. Among the components of this structure 
will be blog-like narratives of research activities, seen 
as a continual work in progress, but designed to re-
port research results. These will link to research data 
and source materials, housed in databases and similar 
structures assembled either by the research group or 
externally by other groups, including publishers. They 
will also link to more formal publication of results in 
such structures as repositories, journals and mono-
graphs. This framework will be a record of both indi-
vidual and collective activities within the national Early 
European research group. 

This kind of structure will open the workings of hu-
manities research to a more continuing scrutiny than 
is possible in the traditional system of publication. It 
will also promote this research to a much wider audi-
ence across the Internet, through exposure to Google 
Scholar and interlinking to external subject gateways 
and similar sites. A crucial element will be the incorpo-
ration of methods for enabling and recording peer re-
view of the research. Without this, any new structures 
for disseminating research are unlikely to rise much 
above vanity publishing. Providing avenues for other 
researchers to evaluate, comment on and respond to 
research will be critically important in a truly trans-
formative use of the digital environment.

In these ways, NEER is aiming to contribute to the 
design of ‘a next generation system for scholarly com-
munication’ (Van de Sompel 2004) which goes beyond 
Open Access, self-archiving and electronic journals. 
Such a system will need to redefi ne the ‘unit of com-
munication’ and provide a more fl exible way of ‘regis-
tering’ a communication unit. The Network is able to 
work closely with a vigorous national community of 
researchers to design and test new ways of distribut-
ing and evaluating their communications.

Conclusion
The main goal of the Network’s digital strategy is to 
promote collaboration and communication between 
humanities researchers at a national, discipline-based 
level. This is being done by harnessing and integrating 
a wide range of information technologies. In the initial 
stage of the Network, these are well-established and 
widely used already, but others are new approaches 
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which are intended to transform the way in which re-
search is communicated in the humanities. 

While the activities of the Network include software 
development and technical innovation, this is not the 
primary focus. Nor is the Network emphasizing techni-
cal solutions to the management and manipulation of 
large datasets along the lines of the British e-Science 
programme. Instead, the Network’s main emphasis is 
on transforming the way in which researchers commu-
nicate within a well-established humanities discipline, 
and on fostering the kind of cultural change which will 
be a necessary part of this transformation.

NEER offers a unique opportunity to develop and 
test new technologies for scholarly communication 
and the dissemination of research, within the frame-
work of a new government approach to funding aca-
demic research communities. This digital programme 
will be crucial to the Network’s success in reinventing 
Early European research and demonstrating the appli-
cability of new technologies to fundamental changes 
in the humanities.
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