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Digital History



Definition
• Digital	history	is	an	approach	to	examining	and	represen5ng	the	

past	that	takes	advantage	of	new	communica5on	technologies	
such	as	computers	and	the	Web.	

• It	draws	on	essen5al	features	of	the	digital	realm,	such	as	
databases,	hypertextualiza5on,	and	networks,	to	create	and	share	
historical	knowledge.		

• Digital	history	complements	other	forms	of	history—indeed,	it	
draws	its	strength	and	methodological	rigor	from	this	age-old	
form	of	human	understanding	while	using	the	latest	technology.



Why?
The	inven(on,	development,	and	spread	of	new	media	are	the	most	profound	
historical	change	of	the	last	decade	and	those	changes	show	every	sign	of	
accelera(ng.	Historians	need	to	understand	the	new	media	and	its	implica5ons	as	
fully	as	possible,	for	both	defensive	and	hopeful	reasons.	We	need	to	resist	the	
dilu(on	and	distor(on	of	historical	knowledge	brought	by	the	erosion	of	our	
authority	in	a	widely	dispersed	new	medium.	The	best	way	to	wage	that	resistance	
is	to	seize	for	ourselves	the	opportuni(es	the	medium	offers,	opportuni5es	to	
touch	the	past,	present,	and	future	in	new	ways.	

In:	The	Pasts	and	Futures	of	Digital	History,	URL:	[hJp://www.vcdh.virginia.edu/
PastsFutures.html]	Edward	L.	Ayers.	University	of	Virginia,	1999	(Later,	from	2002,	VCDH,	
Virginia	Center	for	Digital	History

http://www.vcdh.virginia.edu/PastsFutures.html%5D
http://www.vcdh.virginia.edu/PastsFutures.html%5D


Digital History’s birth
First	use	of	the	word	Digital	Historian	by	Daniel	J.	Cohen	and	Ed	Ayers.	
They	founded	the	Virginia	Center	for	Digital	History	(VCDH)	in	1997–
1998.		

“Digital	Historian”	used	in	scien5fic	essays,	seminars,	lectures	in	order	to	
describe	the	projectThe	Valley	of	the	Shadow.		

In	1997	their	seminar	for		bachelor	Students	was	Digital	History	of	the	
Civil	War	and	then	digital	history	seminars.	

from	Daniel	J.	Cohen,	Michael	Frisch,	Patrick	Gallagher,	Steven	Mintz,	Kirsten	Sword,	Amy	Murrell	Taylor,	William	G.	Thomas	
III,	and	William	J.	Turkel:	Interchange:	The	Promise	of	Digital	History,	in	«Journal	of	American	History»,	2,	2008,	§	11,	pp.
452-491,	URL:	hJp://www.historycoopera5ve.org/journals/jah/95.2/interchange.html]

http://www.historycooperative.org/journals/jah/95.2/interchange.html%5D


The Valley of the Shadow

Pioneris5c	project	of		Digital	History	
Made	by		Virginia	Center	for	Digital	
History	(University	of	Virginia).	

A	Digital	Archives	of	primary	sources		
about	daily	life	of	two	communi5es,	
near	in	space	but	on	opposite	side	
during	the	civil	war	Augusta	County	
(Virginia)	and	Franklin	County	
(Pennsylvania)	(1861-1865)



The Valley of the Shadow



Digital Historian

Since	1994	under	the	founding	direcDon	of	Roy	Rosenzweig,	the	Center	for	
History	and	New	Media	(CHNM)	at	George	Mason	University	has	used	digital	
media	and	computer	technology	to	democra*ze	history—to	incorporate	mulDple	
voices,	reach	diverse	audiences,	and	encourage	popular	parDcipaDon	in	
presenDng	and	preserving	the	past.		

The	center	itself	is	a	democraDc,	collaboraDve	space	where	over	fiRy	scholars,	
developers,	designers,	and	researchers	work	together	to	advance	the	state	of	the	
art.	



IN WIKIPEDIA

Digital	history	is	a	rapidly	changing	field.	New	methods	and	formats	are	
currently	being	developed.	This	means	that	'digital	history'	is	a	difficult	
term	to	define.	However,	it	is	possible	to	iden5fy	general	characteris5cs.		

Digital	history	represents	a	democra(za(on	of	history	in	that	anyone	with	
access	to	the	Internet	can	have	their	voice	heard,	including	marginalized	
groups	which	were	omen	excluded	in	the	'grand	narra5ves'	of	na5on	and	
empire.	

In	contrast	to	earlier	media	formats,	digital	history	texts	tend	to	be	non-
linear	and	interac(ve,	encouraging	user	par5cipa5on	and	engagement.	
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Methodology or field or discipline ?
Tools	&	Services:	it	creates	new	methods	of	analysis	for	the	humaniDes	  

Sharing	contents	:	elaborates	and	transforms	the	places	where	History	is	told	
(social	network,	ins5tu5onal	and	thema5c	repository,	mul5media	websites)		

Differencing	narra(ves:	it	creates	new	forms		of	narra5ves	(storytelling)  

New	sources:	digitalized	sources	with	metadata	become	new	sources			(meta	-
sources)	+	primary	digital	sources  

Different	and	new	learning	contents	and	methods	

But	also:	it	enhance	par(cipa(on,	creates	field	of	scien(fic	debate	and	dialog,	
reenforce	or	delimits	new	iden((es



Public History



Public History

• Raphael Samuel - The History Workshop Movement ‘60s

• official birth in 1978-1979 at UCSB, University of Southern 
California at Santa Barbara

• 1978 review The Public Historian, 1979 National Council of Public 
History (NCPH)

• 2011  International Federation of Public History (IFPH) 

• 2016 Associazione Italiana di PH  (AIPH) and the first  specialization 
course in PH (Unimore)

• 2018 Second National Conference of AIPH in Pisa



PH IS NOT

• The public use or abuse of history  (Storia Pubblica - Italy)

• About writing history to serve a political aim (Historikerstreit - 
Germany)

• Only DPH (Digital Public History) even if in present days PH is 
strongly released to the Web and to the different ways of 
communicating or sharing History

PH IS

• one of most important innovations in the  profession of history  
of the last years



Statements

NCPH —>  A movement, methodology, and approach that promotes 
the collaborative study and practice of history; its practitioners 
embrace a mission to make their special insights accessible and useful 
to the public

Lynn H. Nelson —> in the USA is the means by which historical 
actuality is made attractive and understandable to the American 
public.

AIPH —> PH is a field of historical sciences made by historians who 
carry out activities related to the research and communication of 
history outside the academic environments, with and for different 
audiences. It is also a new university discipline aimed at the formation 
of public historians.



PH projects

• revival - reenactment

• thematic parks (applied history and archaeology)

• museums & exhibitions (digital ones too)

• shared and/or invented and /or collaborative 
archives

• oral history & sources

• public archaeology, architecture, urban qualification

• *** 



AIMS

• to open the history to the widest possible audience maintaining 
a high level of professionalism and a rigorous methodology

• to work on history close to communities (social, ethnic, political, 
cultural, etc.) by reconstructing memories and identities

• to share activities that allow the “writing” of history 
(crowdsourcing)

• to work on collaborative and interdisciplinary projects in 
humanities

• to promote the conscious and critical use of all available media



Digital Public History



DHP
DIGITAL	HISTORY:	D	an	approach	to	examining	and	represen(ng	the	past	

that	takes	advantage	of	new	technologies.	
		

PUBLIC	HISTORY:		prac(ce	of	history	by	historians	with	and	for	the	public	
outside	the	universi(e	

DIGITAL	PUBLIC	HISTORY:	field	of	studies	and	researches	where	DIGITAL	
HISTORY	is	done	for	and	with	the	audience	at	different	levels	of	

involvement.



Historian at work
1 - readings







Zotero
Bibliographic Social Network

Zotero is a free, easy-to-use tool to help you collect, 
organize, cite, and share research.

Made by the Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and 
New Media

Download and documentation at https://
www.zotero.org/

Italian presentation: http://www.slideshare.net/

http://chnm.gmu.edu/
http://chnm.gmu.edu/
http://%20https://www.zotero.org/
http://%20https://www.zotero.org/
http://www.slideshare.net/trapelicino/introduzione-a-zotero-in-italiano


Please: note and quote!
Traditional  
 article

Blog Post

PURL

DOI



Historian at work
2 - sources





Always in their context
•producer

•place

•structure

•audience

•date  
 

• place of storage

• use

• motivation /aims

• materials

• editions



digital scientific editions

• facsimile: picture with metadata + critical 
apparatus

• diplomatic edition: the text is transcribed as seen 
+ critical apparatus 

• normalized edition: the text is transformed to 
improve its readability



Facsimile
Archivio 
di Stato 
di Lucca 
- 
e_ASL
U  

http://www.archiviodistatoinlucca.beniculturali.it/ips/nodes/832483?open=/D%5B01%5D/&tab=Albero
http://www.archiviodistatoinlucca.beniculturali.it/ips/nodes/832483?open=/D%5B01%5D/&tab=Albero


Facsimile



Facsimile



diplomatic edition
enormous reading freedom  

for skilled readers                                                         

http://iu.di.unipi.it/flos/Flos_Prog_Tesi/flos/layout/layout.html


normalized edition
great reading freedom  
for skilled and not skilled readers  
greater responsibility to the author                                                

http://iu.di.unipi.it/flos/Flos_Prog_Tesi/flos/layout/layout.html




France, 9th century; Marcus 
Tullius Cicero, London, British 
Library, Harley 647 



various combinations 
                                        

stand-alone                        text and image

web tools for reading                       specific 
software / tools

full digital edition

web-based  text only



benefits

•low cost (not completely true)
•text / image union + other objects
•maximum dissemination (Web edition) —> PH?
• collection of other material (previous editions, 
commentary, etc.)
• hypertextual reading
•research tools (lists and concordances, digital restoration, 
timeline, maps, etc.)
•possibility to correct or extend 



but..

•digital editions are not yet widespread
• skepticism in academic environments
• evaluation of a digital edition is not easy
• consultation requires a minimum of computer skills
• compatibility problems
• risk of obsolescence
• never ending, never fixed edition
• team and interdisciplinary work (wonderful but 
EXPENSIVE in terms of time, money, management)

•great CHANGE in the way od working



crowdsourcing (edition & PH)

great  
possibility in the Web - digital environment to:

collect
transcribe
comment
annotate

sources 
by people



Traditional Archives

historical 
based tree 
structure

guidebooks

inventories



Traditional & Current Archives

• growing attention to the digitalization BUT 
there will never be a complete digitalization

• growing attention to the problems of 
preservation, privacy rights, copyright, 
secrecy, legal validity, etc.



Archives (Libraries - Museums) 2.0

• user oriented tools, spaces, services
• communication and collaboration: blog, forum, 
podcast, virtual spaces to encourage the creation 
of a community (or communities) linked to the 
archives

• standard formats interoperability
• open source software to publish and share 
contents

• exhibitions, dossier
• games

http
://ww

w.na
tiona

larch
ives

.gov
.uk/

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
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Web of Archives



shared and open archives

•different institutions, same collection

•collection  open  to  comments  in  order  to 
improve, correct and increase data

•periodic checks by the staff who verify and 
update the "institutional" database









invented archives

Spontaneous but guided collections of sources that 
concern a particular community of people

Invented because the archives are not related to an 
institution that HAS to preserve its documentation.

• The September 11 Digital Archive : repository 
build by the Center for History and New Media 
George Mason University

http://911digitalarchive.org/
http://chnm.gmu.edu/


September 11



Community-based social 
and digital history 

The	Cleveland	Cultural	Gardens	
embody	the	history	of	XXth	cent.	
America.	Each	individual	garden	is	
founded	and	maintained	by	the	city’s	
many	ethnic	communi5es,	revealing	
the	history	of	immigra5on	to,	and	
migra5on	within,	the	United	States.	

The	stones,	paths,	and	memories	of	
the	Cleveland	Cultural	Gardens	tell	us	
what	it	has	meant	to	be	an	American.	

Cleveland	Cultural	Gardens	are	a	
community	based	digital	archives	on	
the	web	promoted	by	a	Digital	Public	

Historian	Dr.	Mark	Tebeau,	
Department	of	History,	Cleveland	State	
University	

hJp://culturalgardens.org”

http://academic.csuohio.edu/tebeaum/
http://culturalgardens.org


Historian at work
- 3 analysis and comparison 





Genealogy tools



concordances



distant reading



distant reading



GIS / WEB GIS
a system 
designed to 
capture, 
store, 
manipulate, 
analyze, 
manage, and 
present 
spatial or 
geographic 
data. 



Timeline
• ClaviusOnTheWeb



Timeline

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/interactive/timelines/british/index_embed.shtml


various tools

• repertories

• dictionaries 

• calendars

• dates converter

• paleografia database

• maps



Historian at work
- 4 output 



Traditional output

scientific publication 

lesson
lecture

congress





up to you

• two groups

• use a mindmap tool on line (if you 
want)

• https://www.mindmeister.com

https://www.mindmeister.com



