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Building a VRE for the Humanities

• Initial project looked at requirements for an Institutional VRE for the 
Humanities in Oxford

• Capturing user requirements from researchers across the division

• How do the Humanities differ from large scale Science? 

• No predefined technology (ground up approach)  

• Build 3 to 4 prototypes/demonstrators
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What is a Virtual Research Environment?

“The purpose of a VRE is to help researchers in all disciplines manage the 
increasingly complex range of tasks involved in carrying out research. A VRE will 

provide a framework of resources to support the underlying processes of 
research on both small and large scales, particularly for those disciplines which 
are not well catered for by the current infrastructure.” (JISC)

Definition of a VRE:

“A set of online tools, systems and processes interoperating to facilitate or 
enhance the research process within and without institutional boundaries.” (Mike 

Fraser – OUCS)



A Virtual Research Environment for the Study of Documents and Manuscripts

4

A Virtual Research Environment for the Study of Documents and Manuscripts

4

User Requirements: Tools for research

• Communication tools:
– Video conferencing/Access Grid
– VoIP
– Chat facilities/IM

• Collaborative document editing
– Keep track of multiple versions of a draft manuscript

• Locating research material:
– Search on­line databases
– Cross Search multiple sources
– Retrieve and Integrate data from multiple sources (DataGrids)
­ Provide a Front End to ease this rather than replacement for existing source
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User Requirements: Tools for research

• A personal working space
– Store
– View
– Organise
– Annotate

• Share work space to enable collaboration
– personal collection and notes
– view/edit remotely

• Bibliography Management

• Assistance in Publishing online
– Personal Content Management System

• Links to Institutional Repository
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Reading the Lycopolite census from Rifeh
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Creating a VRE

Existing environment
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Data Sources

Integrated searches across databanks of texts and images, 
e.g.

  Duke Databank of Documentary Papyri
  Heidelberger Gesamtverzeichnis
 APIS
 Vindolanda Tablets Online
 databases of Greek and Latin inscriptions
 on-line reference resources, dictionaries

 Lexicon of Greek Personal Names
 LDAB
 Fayum Villages Database
 etc.
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Fragment of a stilus tablet. 
 Note the strong highlight 
and cast shadows

The strokes detected that 
conform to a model of 
shadow adjacent to highlight

Idealised model of an incision
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AHRC eScience project led by Prof Alan Bowman, Mike Brady and 
Dr Mel Terras (UCL)

Work continues by Dr. Ségolène Tarte

http://esad.classics.ox.ac.uk/

http://esad.classics.ox.ac.uk/
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Architecture
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uPortal

• Java based portal system
–  supports JSR­168

• Initial concern as to whether a browser 
based system would meet needs
–  should we go with a framework such as eclipse?

• So far what we need has proved possible
–  and browsers capabilities improving
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Linking data and interoperability with other 
VRE systems
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The Lexicon of Greek Personal Names
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The Lexicon of Greek Personal Names

• Recently moved infrastructure to XML database

• Is enabling them to offer RESTful webservice and 
javascript API

• The VRE integrating their test service
●
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A Virtual Environment for Archaeology
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Further VRE functionality

•Ability to place documents in archaeological context (on-line 
where possible) and connect with related documents and other 
artefacts.

Databank of alphabets: grids to drag letters from digitised 
texts to build up a custom alphabet for that document and 
stored for cross-searching
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Future work

• Reuse current tools in other domains
– Medieval manuscipts
– Music  

• Challenge to extend to other projects
– Limitations of Java based systems
– Scripting languages on JVM / RecycleBridge may help
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