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Week 2.2 – Data’s narratives



database <-> narrative



database <-> narrative
> Lev Manovich (1999), Database as symbolic form

- database = a new symbolic form of the 20th century

- new form of cultural expression

- distinct from the narrative

- … although it will sometimes present it as such



Microsoft Encarta ‘95 cd-rom case



person ID call ID call time location call to

#41 #5345 00:01:30 40.3° N, 74.6° W home 
improvement 
store

#41 #5346 00:05:43 40.2° N, 74.8° W locksmith

#41 #5347 00:16:51 41.1° N 74.3° W hydroponics 
dealer

#41 #5348 00:04:09 41.1° N 74.3° W head shop

after Pomerantz (2015, p. 2)



database <-> narrative
> Next week: visit to Princeton Special Collections @ Mudd Library

- Princeton Historical Postcard Collection

- When does a pile of postcards become a story?

https://dpul.princeton.edu/historical-postcards


René Magritte, La Trahison des Images (LACMA, 1929)



understanding metadata



understanding metadata
> types of metadata

- Descriptive – description of the object
e.g. title, author, keywords, etc.

- Administrative – information to help manage a resource
e.g. when and how it was created, file type, and other technical information

- Structural – indicates how compound objects are put together
e.g. how pages are ordered to form chapters

- Preservation – information needed to archive and preserve a resource
e.g. do we need to emulate an application or operating system to interact with a digital file?

- Use – information about how the resource has been used
e.g. number of downloads the file has received, on what dates, data about the users etc.



Figure 1 in Pomerantz (2015, p. 9)

understanding metadata



Table 1 in Pomerantz (2015, p. 10)

understanding metadata



metadata standards



metadata standards
> Metadata standards are essential but also 

often highly contested

- They embody value judgements 

(implicitly or explicitly)
e.g. Do all works, for instance, have “creators” or 

“authors”? 

- MARC (Machine-Readable 

Cataloging), cornerstone in library 

cataloging!

- innovative +50 years ago; what 

about today?



metadata standards
> Problems with MARC

- Technological limitations – not well-suited to modern data models like 

those used in contemporary web technologies

- Complexity and costly – complex and requires specialized knowledge to 

use and interpret        

- Limited flexibility – difficult to accommodate diverse types of resources, 

such as multimedia, and community-generated content

- Multilingualism – MARC struggles with non-Latin scripts

- …



metadata standards



humanities metadata



humanities data
- Contributor – "An entity responsible for making 

contributions to the resource".

- Coverage – "The spatial or temporal topic of the 

resource, the spatial applicability of the resource, or the 

jurisdiction under which the resource is relevant".

- Creator – "An entity primarily responsible for making 

the resource".

- Date – "A point or period of time associated with an 

event in the lifecycle of the resource".

- Description – "An account of the resource".

- Format – "The file format, physical medium, or 

dimensions of the resource".

- Identifier – "An unambiguous reference to the 

resource within a given context".

- Language – "A language of the resource".

- Publisher – "An entity responsible for making 

the resource available".

- Relation – "A related resource".

- Rights – "Information about rights held in and 

over the resource".

- Source – "A related resource from which the 

described resource is derived".

- Subject – "The topic of the resource".

- Title – "A name given to the resource".

- Type – "The nature or genre of the resource".



humanities data



classification



classification
> thinking through the way what will be described but also how something 

will be described is intellectual work and 

> e.g. an archive of a queer performance

- what fields in a metadata scheme allow that identity to be expressed?

- what types of performance need to be identified?

- what (controlled) vocabulary is used?

- who defines that vocabulary?



classification
> in short: who speaks in the metadata?

- no classification system is value neutral, objective, or self-evident

- all classification systems bear within them the ideological imprint of 

their production

> e.g. the Library of Congress has 26 divisions (see here):

- roman alphabet is used for structure

- E & F: history of the Americas

- D: history of the rest of the world

- naval science, military have dedicated letters assigned

https://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/lcco/


classification
> in short: who speaks in the metadata?

- no classification system is value neutral, objective, or self-evident

- all classification systems bear within them the ideological imprint of 

their production

> e.g. the Dewey Decimal System:

- 100: Philosophy & Psychology

- …

- 700: Arts & Recreation



Datasheets for Datasets
~ a new narrative?



postcards’ narrative



postcards’ narrative
> Next week: visit to Princeton Special Collections @ Mudd Library

- Princeton Historical Postcard Collection

- When does a pile of postcards become a story?

https://dpul.princeton.edu/historical-postcards


postcards’ narrative
> Next week: visit to Princeton Special Collections @ Mudd Library

- Princeton Historical Postcard Collection

- When does a pile of postcards become a story?

? ? ? ? ?

? ? ? ? ? 

? ? ? ? ?

? ? ? ? ?

? ? ? ? ?

https://dpul.princeton.edu/historical-postcards


postcards’ narrative
> Next week: visit to Princeton Special Collections @ Mudd Library

- Princeton Historical Postcard Collection

- When does a pile of postcards become a story?

https://dpul.princeton.edu/historical-postcards


next session



for next session
Pre-Class Exercise

Explore the Princeton University Historical Postcard Collection and select a postcard that you find 
interesting. Analyze it using one of the following guiding questions:

1. If available, find the same postcard on a different online platform. Note differences in color, detail, or 
cropping. What do these variations suggest about digitizing analog materials?

2. Assess the quality of the digital images. Are there details potentially lost or misrepresented in the 
digital version?

3. Look at the metadata provided alongside the digital surrogate. How does this information affect your 
understanding of the postcard?

4. Reflect on your experience navigating the digital collection. How does the digital interface impact 
your exploration and understanding?

5. Hypothesize about how viewing the postcards digitally might differ from viewing them in person.
6. What do you think the digitization process for this collection was like? What challenges might have 

been encountered? What choices were made?

 Post your reflection in the #postcards channel on Slack before 9:00 AM on the day of our class.

https://dpul.princeton.edu/historical-postcards
https://introtodh--spring2024.slack.com/archives/C06FHFQKPKR


for next session
Pre-Class Reflection

- Listen to this podcast episode, in which Dot Porter (Curator of Digital Research 
Services at UPenn’s Schoenberg Institute for Manuscript Studies) is being 
interviewed by Stewart Varner (Price Lab at UPenn).
 
- Manžuch, Zinaida. “Ethical Issues in Digitization of Cultural Heritage.” 2017.
- Kropf, Evyn. “Will That Surrogate Do? [...] 2016.

 Post your reflection in the #reflections channel on Slack before 9:00 AM on the day of our class.

https://pricelab.sas.upenn.edu/podcast/1/dream-lab-podcast-digital-surrogates
https://app.perusall.com/courses/introdh24/manz-uch_2017_ethical-issues-in-digitization-of-cultural-heritage
https://app.perusall.com/courses/introdh24/kropf_2016_will-that-surrogate-do
https://introtodh--spring2024.slack.com/archives/C06F1KS1ULT


next session MEET AT MUDD
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