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ABSTRACT 
In this document, we will describe the thesis design for a 

Master’s thesis. The thesis will evolve around the Agora 

Project, and main focus will lie on how history students can 

use the demonstrators and data from Agora Project in their 

research. A part of the graduation assignment will be to 

prepare a lab environment for these same students.  
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INTRODUCTION 
It is challenging for cultural heritage institutions such as 

museums to make their collections available to a bigger 

audience. Of course, visitors of a museum will see what is 

on display. However, there is also a lot of collection which 

is not directly on display due to its nature (e.g. audiovisual 

material, extremely valuable material, environmental sensi-

tive material), for variety in presentations, or very simple 

lack of space. Also, it is difficult to show connections with 

the content of other cultural heritage institutions. 

History and Computer Science departments at VU Univer-

sity Amsterdam (VU), the Rijksmuseum Amsterdam 

(RMA) and the audiovisual archive Netherlands Institute 

for Sound and Vision (S&V) have combined forces to cre-

ate a search engine in which the collections of both Rijks-

museum and Sound and Vision are combined. This project, 

named Agora, due to the interdisciplinary collaboration, 

has been able to combine both technological skills and 

expected user insights.  

This paper will show the design for this thesis. With first a 

more elaborate explanation of the project Agora, followed 

by a problem statement, research question and the planning 

for the entire thesis project.  

Agora project 
Since the development of the internet as a social web, cul-

tural heritage institutions have to learn different ways to 

provide access to and presentation of their collection to 

their public. They also have to think about ways in which 

their users can contribute to this by enriching collection 

descriptions. The information flow is no longer one-way 

(heritage institution to public), but two-way (heritage insti-

tution to public and reversed). Agora fits in these ideas.  

Agora is Greek for ‘open place of assembly’ (1), or ‘gather-

ing place’. In this project, Agora is a gathering place for 

data from both the Rijksmuseum and Sound and Vision. 

Agora relates both collections by event-oriented search. 

According to Akker, et. al. (2) Agora develops methods and 

techniques to support searching, browsing, interpretation 

and representation of historical events online. The project 

uses digital hermeneutics to show relations between histor-

ical events and objects. Main aim of digital hermeneutics is 

to investigate the relation between human interpretation 

process and web applications supporting this process. 

In Agora, a Simple Event Model (SEM) is used to model 

events, based on four elements: actor,  location, period, 

type. Relationships between events are shown as one of two 

types: object-event relationships, or event-event relation-

ships. Within object-event relationships there are three 

types of which two are based on the historical context. For 

example the object depicts and event (explosion of the 

Twin Towers). Or the object is used or functions in an 

event (a  gun is used in a war). The third type is about the 

history of the object itself; for example the making or col-

lecting is in itself an event (Rembrandt painted Night 

watch). 

Event-event relationships are defined by three elements: 

two different events and a relational type, of which there 

are three: topological (same place), conceptual (same type) 

and biographical (same actor). These relationships generate 

historical narratives. Additional relationships can also oc-

cur, for example involving the brother of a painter (bio-

graphical relation). For this type you look at events that 

share a ‘part of’ relationship. 

Narratives show the found relationships by showing all 

events in groups according to their types, in chronological 

order on a time-line, in a ranked order based on frequency 

of their properties (e.g. number of actors), on a map based 

on their location. 

The main challenges in digital hermeneutics in relation to 

automatic creation of historical narratives are granularity, 

data sparseness, and typing of events. Different information 

layers makes it difficult to capture events and implications 

(granularity). Not all event elements are mentioned in the 

descriptions, or named differently depending on the author 

(data sparseness). Also, there are few ontologies specifical-

ly for historical events. Those that are present are perhaps 

not strict or flexible enough (typing of events). 

Marden et.al. (3) give in their research an overview of dif-

ferent projects regarding Linked Open Data in cultural 



heritage. Authors describe Agora’s aim as follows: ‘The 

project aims to put the power of defining what constitutes a 

historical event into the hands of its apps' users.’ The nar-

ratives as discussed by Akker et.al. (2; 4) do just that: by 

forming relationships between events and events or objects 

and events from different settings and institutions, a narra-

tive forms, creating a more elaborate and comprehensive 

picture of events in history.  

Interesting to see is that in Marden et.al. (3) Agora is not 

expected to become a functional or usable application as 

such. On the other hand, authors believe Agora’s efforts 

could be used in a more philosophical or advocacy move-

ment with regards to Linked Open Data projects. 

Theses on Agora 
Since the beginning of the Agora project, there have been 

students who have done research on the project as a part of 

their dissertation research, or thesis research. According to 

Marden et.al. (3) these theses and dissertations are the main 

fuel for development of the project, its future beyond these 

kinds of research uncertain. For this thesis project, these 

theses will be studied, if applicable. 

Event-oriented projects  
At VU University Amsterdam several projects have been 

realized based on event-oriented search. Agora is only one 

of these projects. Other projects are NewsReader and Biog-

raphyNet from the Computer Science department, as well 

as several annotation projects at the Arts and Literature 

department.  

NewsReader 
 

BiographyNet 
 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 
History and Computer Science departments at VU Univer-

sity Amsterdam will start another collaboration in the fall 

of 2014, using Agora in a lab environment for students. 

Within this lab environment, students can use Agora to find 

and describe historical narratives. The lab environment will 

become available for humanities studies. 

In order to design this lab environment, the demonstrators 

and data rendered from Agora have to be reviewed as well 

as the other mentioned event-oriented projects. There is a 

part of the projects which share data. It is now not always 

clear what these links or relations are. Furthermore, the lab 

environment will have to be designed. This thesis will be a 

basis for preparing a humanities lab using the Agora de-

monstrators and data.  

RESEARCH QUESTION 
The research done for this thesis strives to answer the fol-

lowing main question:  

How can Agora best be used in an educational setting? 

The answer to this question will show what tools and as-

pects are important for history researchers in order to be 

supported by the Agora environment. This in its turn will 

lead to a design for the needed lab environment. To answer 

this question, other questions will need to be answered first.  

Sub questions 

To be able to answer the main research question, the fol-

lowing sub questions need to be answered. These will help 

determine requirements for the lab environment. 

 What are the users’ expectations and requirements?  

 How do the current demonstrators fill these require-

ments? 

 What needs to be done to set up an educational setting?  

PLANNING 
We will start with creating an overview of Agora Project 

stating its goals and context as well as an overview of all 

the demonstrators, data and guidelines for their access. To 

be able to do this, a literature study will be done, as well as 

an interview with Shary Kock, who is, at the moment of 

writing this, working on her thesis.  

Other event-oriented data collections demos from VU will 

be discussed shortly as state-of-the-art and in relation to 

Agora. These include NewsReader, and others, for which 

literature study will be done. 

Finally a design for an educational approach will be pre-

sented. Below table shows a rough timetable for the thesis 

project. 

What When 

Thesis design Feb 2014 

Overview of Agora  Feb 2014 

Overview of other event-oriented search 

projects 

Mar 2014 

Show relation between projects Apr 2014 

Design educational approach May-Jun 2014 

Finish thesis Jun-Jul 2014 
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