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SCENARIOS: INFRASTRUCTURE FUTURES FOR DIGITAL CULTURAL HERITAGE
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What do we mean when we talk about infrastructure for Digital Cultural Heritage
research? How can we get a better understanding of current priorities, concerns and
hopes by imagining and collectively scrutinising possibilities for the future?
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The eight speculative scenarios offered below are distilled and reimagined from a
literature review and nine expert interviews undertaken in late 2023 and early 2024. Key
themes were developed to imagine the scenarios that follow.

In common with the way infrastructure is defined (or not), and the different levels at
which it is understood to operate (human, technological, institutional, policy and so on),
these speculative scenarios may not all seem to be talking about the same thing. They
are built on more-or-less explicit assumptions about what the future might look like,
and what Gallery, Library, Archive and Museum (GLAM) infrastructures are for, and so
the assumptions underpinning each are different. They are not intended to be correct
or ideal solutions: their aim is to provoke discussion. They present possible futures for
Digital Cultural Heritage infrastructure given current conversations regarding audience,
resourcing, governance, and stages of technological development.

More information about this project is on the web site:
https://www.de.ed.ac.uk/project/infrastructure-futures-digital-cultural-heritage

This project was funded by the Creative Informatics AHRC Creative Cluster programme.

Research team at the University of Edinburgh: Dr Jen Ross, Professor Melissa Terras, Dr
Philippa Sheail and Cate Schofield

Scenarios:

Magic Elves
The Old Farm

Pay to Play

History of Buttons
Buddy System
National Treasures
SASI

Green Machine
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Magic Elves

Infrastructure is largely invisible, reliable, and uncontroversial, because services are
maintained and supported by a large, well-funded and well-staffed consortium.
Generally, things go smoothly and, when they don't, the ‘magic elves’ of the consortium
sort it out quickly. Funding is sustained, rather than project based, through national and
transnational public investment and organisational membership, based on a formula
which considers the size and income of each participating institution. There are
established mechanisms for larger organisations to support smaller ones through
representation in infrastructure decision-making groups, partnership working, and the
sharing of expertise. Support is available to non-members through open resources and
the collective sharing of good practice. The consortium hosts popular apprenticeship
and fellowship schemes which receive government funding. These provide training,
hands-on digital cultural heritage project experience, and continuing professional
development to arts and humanities scholars and GLAM professionals, with experts
joining the team for fixed fellowship periods to complement the expertise of the core
staff and help support projects. However, new ideas are not always welcome, which has
led to a newly-formed offshoot group agitating for the consortium’s most recent
strategy to be overturned at the next general meeting.
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The Old Farm

On the Old Farm, cultural heritage infrastructure is siloed. Institutions individually
control the digital management and sharing of their collections, using whichever tools
suit their needs. Overseeing these activities is a digital regulatory body, which mandates
a certain level of quality of public resource. The regulator’s standards must be met for
institutions to be certified. To ensure the infrastructure is maintained after being put in
place, inspections are carried out on a regular basis. In return, the regulator offers
several benefits. Getting certification gives institutions access to ringfenced funds. The
regulator’s technical staff provide skills training, which is particularly useful for smaller
institutions who might lack the resources to employ a technician. Its close involvement
with institutions helps the body identify and connect different silos who might learn
from each other. Finally, certification means promotion on the regulating body’s
website, which contains a list of properly managed infrastructure institutions. This list is
also an indispensable resource for researchers seeking quality digital resources which
are specialised according to the institutions and experts managing them.
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Pay to Play

Digital collections of culture are a lazy asset that require an infrastructure to sweat
them. Borrowing a Software as a Service (SaaS) business model, the full infrastructure
can be used only by paying subscribers. A range of membership tiers gives differing
access to collections, storage facilities, and analysis tools. Collections are added to the
infrastructure based on who can pay for digitisation and ingest. Membership fees are
expected to cover infrastructure costs including development and future upkeep. A
freemium model ensures entry level access (low resolution images, restricted access to
analytics, no storage) for individuals and institutions unwilling or unable to pay. There
are also extremely limited numbers of small grants for digitisation of diverse collections,
and some central resources for systematic cataloguing to agreed standards. These
measures offset criticism about elitism and selling old wine in new bottles. This is
market-driven cultural heritage at its digital capitalist best.
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History of Buttons

Forget huge, slow, centralised infrastructure: small and portable is the name of the data
game. Digitised collections are highly distributed, with ownership and care shared out
amongst stakeholders. Shared infrastructure investment is primarily based on capacity
to combine and package up ‘just in time' datasets, with no query too specific. The
surprise hit streaming documentary “A History of Buttons in the Northeast” involved
several iterations of these portable datasets, becoming more precise as important
discoveries were made. The “modesty turn” in the humanities made the importance of
these specific histories more apparent, with the newest generation of digital scholars
trained on principles of terroir, eccentricity and humility. Datasets are stored locally by
those who requested them, and occasionally shared, swapped or openly licensed, but
more often simply filed away.
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Buddy System

Shared infrastructure consists of a basic backbone of communications and data
sharing. [D(DIY)CH] is a social network site for accessing Digital Cultural Heritage and
Digital Humanities expertise in a peer-to-peer format, where members highlight areas
of expertise and showcase projects in progress. The site is populated by professionals
and researchers at all career stages. Most non-communications infrastructure and tools
are seen as fragile and temporary. Major investments in such projects are rare and they
are generally not designed to last. Instead, the emphasis is increasingly on mobilising
projects, people and resources for emergent needs. Bespoke tools and approaches are
made to fit the problem at hand, and to be quickly adapted or repurposed. Some needs,
such as major emergencies and crises, are big enough to draw people together, but
most successes rely on having the social capital to interest experts and peers in
particular projects. Tools, ideas and projects proliferate and then vanish, often without
enough traces left behind to allow them to be recovered or adapted if they become
relevant again. However, the communication mechanisms are robust, and you can
always ask the network.
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National Treasures

Cultural heritage collections are the new Olympics. Government funding is secured in a
number of countries to create portals that carefully control messages regarding a
nation’s collections, broadcasting each country's heritage and accomplishments to the
world. It is a political priority to actively influence worldwide online discussion, and
money is consistently made available for digitisation, delivery, and promotion of
selected national treasures. Content is allowed if it meets strict criteria, sticking to
established narratives, and rejecting discussions of alternative histories or expanded
representation. Access is free, in a push-only service. Open licensing allows branded
resources to be reused in a wide variety of platforms and content. There is fierce
competition between nations to rule the Wi-Fi-waves.
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SASi

Increasingly, researchers are engaging with the “Stop Asking Stupidly” (SAS)
methodology as part of their process. The SASi tool was built to support this
methodology. It doesn’t replace more streamlined mechanisms for exploring objects
and collections, but with its flexible, Al-powered discovery functionality it helps tap into
less obvious possibilities and questions. It draws on social metadata, the rich contextual
information held about objects, and any available historical information about the
collection and digitisation processes that have shaped what is available. It also prompts
speculation on what is not represented: gaps and silences in the records, questions that
have not been asked, and analysis that has been under the radar. Its purpose within the
infrastructure ecosystem is to add friction. One of the more surprising aspects of its
success has been the popularity of the option for SASi to be quite blunt and
confrontational. Usage data shows a marked increase in the amount of aggression and
challenge SASi is asked to provide. It is living up to its name.
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Green Machine

The Green Machine infrastructure prioritises environmental sustainability throughout
its design. Access is only available during certain times, so that the servers aren't eating
up energy 24/7. The interface is minimal, with no extraneous graphics - the focus is the
search bar. The only other feature of note is a dial showing how much energy each
search is using. This reminds researchers that there is a material cost to using digital
resources, encouraging efficiency and thoughtfulness when designing searches. Storage
efficiency means metadata is also limited, so researchers often work with a bank of
keywords rather than bespoke searches. Those searches might take some time too,
thanks to the low bandwidth - but waiting longer for results means more time for our
planet. The Green Machine gives researchers access to a centralised collection
database, referring them to cultural heritage collections across the network of
organisations. Centralisation means information isn't duplicated, so that minimal server
space is taken up. What is returned is of good-enough quality, and committed
researchers can ask organisations directly for more or better-quality scans or
information, if they really need to. The experience isn't exactly user-friendly but helps
ensure there will be users in further futures.
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