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“ G o  w e s t  y o u n g  m a n ,  a n d  g r o w  u p  w i t h  t h e  c o u n t r y ”
D i g i t a l  H u m a n i t i e s  a t  B r i l l 

As a technology-savvy publisher in the Humanities,  

Brill has been active in the Digital Humanities (DH)  

community for a number of years. One of the earliest 

initiatives was the development of the Brill typeface, 

branded as “the Brill”, a set of fonts which supports  

the publication – online as well as in print – of special 

character sets. The typeface is based on the XML standard 

and designed and developed by John Hudson, an expert 

in the field. As a niche publisher in the area of smaller 

and endangered languages, Brill required sophisticated 

software to offer high quality rendition of transliterated 

and original script for our authors. “The Brill” can be  

used free of charge for non-commercial use, but is also 

available by commercial license. 

Five years ago, the company inventoried our efforts in 

the DH to date and reiterated our ambition to remain a 

service oriented publishing house seeking to develop and 

implement new technologies in the interest of providing 

enhanced products and services.1 Or in other words, and 

paraphrasing the title of this article: We see the fertile 

farmland of the Digital Humanities as an ideal space to 

engage with scholars willing to work in non-traditional 

ways and to go a little further.

At that time, a few book series and journals spread across 

several disciplines served the DH community, and Brill 

cooperated with participating scholars by sponsoring 

special projects that fall within the DH category.  

Such initiatives typically originated in Brill’s Publishing 

Units and blossomed independently of each other.  

Consequently, there was no standardized approach to 

manage the various undertakings, and little cross- 

fertilization or long-term product development was 

realized. 

Since then, four core technologies have been identified  

which are likely to have a significant influence on 

research activities in the Humanities and Social Sciences. 

Spatial software and Geographic Information Systems, 

pattern and image recognition, semantic technologies 

and statistical analysis will impact research strategies in a 

number of ways and thus the form and nature of resulting 

publications. Publications will offer novel features and 

elements as well as new user interfaces. The addition of 

data sets, software and multi-media, it is perceived,  

will increasingly influence the publication culture in  

the Humanities and Social Sciences. Publications will 

have to comply with user demands and FAIR principles 

(Findable, Accessible, Interoperable, and Re-usable). 

Needless to say, scholarly findings must be reproducible 

and verifiable. Brill is committed to playing a leading role 

in the innovation of publishing in the fields we cover  

and actively seeks partnerships within the scholarly  

community in this endeavor.

At the end of 2016 a decision was taken to appoint one of 

our Publishing Directors as Program Director for Digital 

Humanities, tasked with coordinating all business  

development activities of the company in the DH area. 

Five main objectives lie ahead: 1) Monitor new initiatives 

at Brill; 2) develop internal expertise; 3) create partner-

ships with leading DH centers globally, and 4) acquire 

new projects, together with Acquisitions Editors.  

These activities result in the fifth and perhaps most 

important task: 5) Build an infrastructure for the support 

of DH publications at Brill.

Detail from: Jost Amman, Kunstbüchlin.  

Frankfurt am Main, 1599. The book is to be  

found in the Arkyves database.  

Glasgow, University Library, Stirling Maxwell 87

1  ‘Exploring new opportunities in support of the digital humanities’, 

in: Brill in 2013 (Leiden 2014) 47-55. https://brill.com/fileasset/

downloads_static/static_investorrelations_brill_in_2013.pdf 
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An important step in the process was the appointment 

of a software engineer as a Digital Publishing Specialist 

(DPS) in 2017. The DPS serves as a development liaison to 

key scholars engaged in advanced Humanities and Social  

Science research as well with Brill’s technology develop-

ment. The DPS helps identify trends in DH, and provides 

digital scholarship support to our efforts to conceptual-

ize and commercialize new DH tools, publications and 

services. 

The DPS collaborates with Brill’s Program Director for 

DH, Acquisitions Editors and Program Managers to  

determine, define and utilize synergies within product 

development. He conceptualizes and tests product ideas 

in this joint effort and will be responsible for setting  

standards and documenting protocols for advanced  

digital product development at Brill. Data storage and 

data management are also included in the DPS’ portfolio.

A number of projects have been selected to test this  

concept, all of which are related to the four core  

technologies identified. 

A r k y v e s

The Arkyves database is a treasure trove and “toolbox” 

for those interested in the history of culture, under-

pinned by the Iconclass  standard. Following a period of 

initial progress, development slowed down some years 

ago, due to the lack of resources available to its editors. 

At the same time, Brill perceived ample opportunity to 

improve the database and to create satellite products and 

services to be based on the Iconclass standard. In 2017, 

Brill was able to acquire Arkyves, and one of its former 

owners and developers joined us as Digital Publishing 

Specialist. This immediately created room to begin work 

on long anticipated improvements, which will see  

fruition in 2018. Arkyves’ enhanced profile will offer  

a robust search interface, design improvements,  

the possibility to add new content in an automated way, 

increased interactivity, 

ARKYVES is a unique database of images and 
texts, an aggregator platform, and a set of 
software codes which enables the description of 
images and the study of imagery. The database 
contains more than 500,000 images, texts, etc. 
from libraries and museums in many countries, 
among them the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, 
the Netherlands Institute for Art History (RKD), 
the Herzog August Bibliothek in Wolfenbüttel, 
and the university libraries of Milan, Utrecht and 
Glasgow.  
The addition of more collections is foreseeable 
in the near future. The database contains a link 
to the images which are available in Open 
Access, and is hosted on a IIIF (International 
Image Interoperability Framework) compliant 
server.

Very rich, but standardized subject information 
is offered as all collections share the use of 
ICONCLASS, the most widely accepted 
multilingual classification system for the 

description and retrieval of subjects in art and 
iconography represented in images (works of 
art, book illustrations, reproductions, 
photographs, etc.). Iconclass was developed by 
Henri van de Waal (1910-1972), Professor of Art 
History at the University of Leiden. His ideas for 
a systematic overview of subjects, themes and 
motifs in Western art, which later became the 
Iconclass system, took shape in the early 1950s. 
The complete Iconclass system was finished in 
the years after 1972 by a large group of scholars 
and was published between 1973 and 1985 by 
the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and 
Sciences (KNAW), of which Van de Waal was a 
member. Iconclass is used by museums and art 
institutions around the world and the system  
is available as Linked Open Data (LOD).  
The multilingual Iconclass Browser serves as a 
search tool that allows an indexer to find the 
concepts to tag an image. Needless to say,  
it can also be used to establish the correct 
meaning of a notation.

Metabotnik of Jost Amman, Kunstbüchlin. Frankfurt am 

Main, 1599. Glasgow, University Library, Stirling Maxwell 87
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M a k i n g  S e n s e  o f 
I l l u s t r a t e d  H a n d w r i t t e n 
A r c h i v e s / M O N K

Large and important parts of our cultural heritage are 

stored in archives that are difficult to access. Documents 

and notes are written in historic handwriting difficult  

to discern and are weakly structured, precluding access 

to a wider public, or even to scientists and other experts. 

Computer-based recognition of connected-cursive script 

is, in general, distinctly beyond the scope of current 

technology. 

The Making Sense project will investigate this challenging 

problem by attempting to interpret the notes and illus-

trations in the archive of the Natuurkundige Commissie 

voor Nederlands-Indië. It is one of the premier collections 

of Naturalis Biodiversity Center in Leiden, which holds 

one of the most important natural history collections in 

Europe. The archive comprises a wide range of unpub-

lished, handwritten documents, publications and biolog-

ical and geological specimens, gathered and described 

between 1820 and 1850 on the islands Java, Timor, Ambon, 

Ternate, Sulawesi, New Guinea, Sumatra and Borneo  

in the former Dutch East Indies, now the Indonesian 

Archipelago. This collection remains an important  

knowledge-base for natural scientists, historians of  

science and exploration, and other scholars. 

Correctly interpreting illustrated handwritten  

historical archives is not without challenges. For hand-

writing recognition, Brill employs the MONK system,  

a state-of-the-art machine learning handwriting  

recognition system. The handwritten archives are  

supplemented with the circumstances of the committee’s 

voyages, and contextual information of the species,  

integrated geo-context and Metabotnik (a tool to create 

huge zoomable images). Moreover, the design of an  

image recognition tool in combination with an app,  

the enhancement of the Iconclass browser, and the 

update of the browser for harvesting Iconclass metadata  

(HIM-browser) are features in development.

The image recognition tool compares scanned images 

with images available in the Arkyves database. Based on 

the search results, the tool will suggest Iconclass notation. 

This can also be done in an automated way for large 

collections of scanned images. Image recognition will also 

be used by means of an app that offers the possibility to 

compare photos of images taken with the camera of your 

smartphone with the images in the Arkyves database to 

inform the user what is depicted.

Applications and new technologies in the area of  

Computer Vision and Artificial Intelligence will help  

create rich tool sets that improve the productivity of 

those who work in the field of cultural heritage.

The products, which will be developed in the future,  

will either make Brill’s content smarter, and therefore 

more commercially attractive or will be sold separately as  

software as a service.

Gabriël Metsu, The Sick Child, (c.1664 - c.1666)

oil on canvas, h 32.2cm × w 27.2cm

In 1663 the plague raged throughout Amsterdam, killing one 

in ten citizens. Dating from around this time is Metsu’s 

poignant portrayal of a sick child, rendered in powerful, 

bright colours against a grey background. The scene is 

reminiscent of a pieta, a representation of the Virgin Mary 

holding her son’s dead body in her lap. The painting of the 

Crucifixion on the back wall also recalls Christ’s suffering. 

Source: Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. Public Domain Mark 1.0.

To prepare the Arkyves database for the use of image 

recognition technology, a ‘library’ of tagged picture details 

has to be created. The black and white copy of Metsu’s 

painting offers an impression of the pictorial elements to be 

stored in such a library.
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Intermediate Leaf-nosed Bat (Hipposideros larvatus), notes 

(in German) and sketch by Heinrich Boie, Mount Parang, 

Java, 13 February 1827. Source: Naturalis Biodiversity Center, 

Archive of the Natuurkundige Commissie voor Nederlands-

Indië. Public Domain Mark 1.0.



Eggs, Buitenzorg, Java. Draftsman: Gerrit van Raalten.  

Source: Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Archive of the Natuurkundige 

Commissie voor Nederlands-Indië. Public Domain Mark 1.0.



locations and habitats which will be used to support  

the handwriting recognition of the historic collection of 

Naturalis. MONK will be extended with layout formatting 

and ontologies. Furthermore, the Naturalis taxonomic 

expertise, in combination with history of science meth-

ods, are used to bootstrap, train and refine the system. 

The project aims to develop a technologically advanced 

and user-centered digital environment that provides 

access to archives containing handwritten notes and 

illustrations. This technological tool, combining both 

image and textual recognition, allows, for the first time, 

an integrated study of underexplored scientific heritage 

collections and archives in general. 

Brill is one of the founding partners of the Making Sense 

project. Financial support comes from both Brill and the 

Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research NWO. 

Other partners contribute in kind and include Leiden 

University (the Leiden Centre of Data Science (LCDS) 

and the Leiden Institute of Advanced Computer Science 

(LIACS)), Groningen University (Artificial Intelligence 

and Cognitive Engineering (ALICE)), the University of 

Twente’s Department of Science, Technology, and Policy 

Studies (STePS), and Naturalis Biodiversity Center. As an 

outcome of the project, Brill will license the MONK  

software to the market as a service. Product ideas range 

from text mining of municipal archives and historic  

correspondence to the analysis of mediaeval manuscripts.

E v e n t s c a p e s :  P r o v i d i n g 
S p a t i o - Te m p o r a l  A c c e s s  t o 
t h e  P r i z e  P a p e r s

This project, also funded by NWO and Brill, focusses 

on an important set of digitized historical documents 

stemming from what is called the Prize Papers Archive, 

considered to be one of the world’s most important  

maritime archives.2

The British fought many naval wars, during which many 

enemy ships were seized. Documents pertaining to tens 

of thousands of these appropriated ships (“prizes”) have 

been preserved. Every ship’s file contains at least one  

document in English: the interrogations by the Prize 

Courts of the captain and a number of other crew  

members of ships taken as lawful prizes. Providing a 

wealth of information about ships and their crews, the 

interrogations give unprecedented insight in the workings 

of the maritime sector during the Age of Sail. Over the 

last years, a vast amount of these interrogations has been 

digitized and published by Brill as Prize Papers Online. 

In order to provide greater access to this valuable  

historical collection, a flexible and potentially adaptable 

dashboard which will function as intermediary between 

the interrogations and their users will be developed.  

In realizing the dashboard, the documents will be more 

accessible for further analysis. Potentially, researchers, 

curators of digital collections, but also the interested 

public, will be able to use the dashboard to detect and 

contextualize spatio-temporal patterns in the form of 

digital maps and linked timelines - an “eventscape”.  

This allows the user to confirm or reject earlier hypo-

theses, while newly discovered patterns can be novel  

food for thought. The dashboard will be integrated in  

the Prize Papers Online product. 

2  Brill in 2013, 30-31. https://brill.com/fileasset/downloads_static/

static_investorrelations_brill_in_2013.pdf
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Another example of a visualization of historical 

shipping routes, based on a sample of the  

Prize Papers dataset (graphic by Yuhang Gu 

(University of Twente).



The eventual goal of the project is to develop an  

elaborated proposal for a larger project that will generate 

a generic digital solution for dealing with digitized  

historical document collections from a space-time  

perspective. The dashboard and the proposal build on the 

historical knowhow of Huygens ING, a research institute 

of the Royal Dutch Academy of Arts & Sciences on  

History and Culture, cutting edge visualization  

techniques provided by the University of Twente’s 

Department of Geoinformation Processing, the expertise 

of a digital heritage expert at the University of Twente’s 

Department of Science, Technology, and Policy Studies 

(STePS), and Brill’s strengths in scholarly publishing. 

The project ties in with our growing program in historic 

cartography, following the acquisition of Hes & De Graaf 

publishers some years ago.

V i r t u a l  I n t e r i o r s  a s 
I n t e r f a c e s  f o r  B i g 
H i s t o r i c a l  D a t a  R e s e a r c h

The Semantic Web needs interfaces for critical, trust-

worthy readings of Big Data for humanities research, 

cultural heritage and creative industries. (Re-)using data 

on the production and consumption of cultural goods, 

geodata, maps and building plans of the Dutch Golden 

Age, the “Virtual Interiors” project will unlock the research 

potential of large historical data sets in a geospatial 

context. Virtual reconstructions of interiors of houses and 

their locations in Amsterdam during the Dutch Golden 

Age will not only provide insight in socio-spatial aspects of 

the cultural production and consumption of the creative 

industries, but also contribute to the development of  

spatial humanities and digital hermeneutic methods.  

The Amsterdam case study focuses on the implementation 

of these methods by enhancements of GIS with applica-

tions of “deep/thick maps” and historic reconstructions in 

virtual 3D/4D spaces with multiple perspective views and 

visual representations of uncertainty. 

However, the question of how we tell, edit and represent 

“stories” in virtual reconstructions with incomplete/incon-

sistent data has relevance far beyond the historic case of 

Amsterdam. Contextualizing these virtual historic recon-

structions with sustainable annotations provides input for 

the creation of more generic, multidimensional “hyper-

spaces” that serve as interactive interfaces for research in 

the Digital Humanities, cultural heritage, creative indus-

tries and beyond. Sustainable solutions for identifying and 

annotating locations and events in continuously changing 

configurations in multidimensional virtual spaces are 

both conceptual and technical challenges for augmented 

reality applications and games. Finally, the dissemination 

and preservation of these enriched reconstructions as 

enhanced publications (Brill’s part in the project) support 

research in the cultural heritage and creative industries.

Brill’s partners in the consortium of this NWO-funded 

project are Huygens ING, University of Amsterdam  

(Media & Culture; History of Art), and the Netherlands 

Institute of Sound and Vision.

Red-throated Barbet (Megalaima mystacophanos), 

Buitenzorg, Java, May 1827. Draftsman: Pieter van Oort. 

Source: Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Archive of the 

Natuurkundige Commissie voor Nederlands-Indië.  

Public Domain Mark 1.0.
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E n h a n c i n g  S o c i e t a l  
I m p a c t  o f  A c a d e m i c 
P u b l i c a t i o n s

The central goal of academic publishers is the dissemi-

nation of research results. Their audiences can generally 

be divided into two categories. Academic publications 

are firstly made accessible to the scholarly community, 

so that these texts can form the input for new academic 

inquiries. Secondly, research outcomes are also distrib-

uted among professionals outside of academia within 

the (semi-)public and private sectors. It may be observed, 

nevertheless, that the primary focus of publishers shifts 

increasingly toward the first category of readers, at the 

expense of readers outside of academia. This develop-

ment is partly related to the unprecedented proliferation 

of scholarly publications, and to the fact that academic 

publications often make use of a highly specialized  

academic language. For non-academic readers,  

it becomes progressively difficult to identify publications 

that are of actual relevance to their field of work.  

(This may be considered in contradiction with the generic 

goal of Open Science, of reaching a wider audience.)

This NWO funded project aims to examine the factors 

underlying the limited use of academic publications 

among non-academic readers in a detailed manner.  

In addition, this project seeks to develop a prototype of a 

practical application which can automatically recognize 

societal relevance. This application can ultimately  

form the basis for a recommendation service to  

support publishers in their efforts to reach non-academic 

audiences. The application will be based on technologies 

in the field of text and data mining, and will make use of 

keywords, abstracts, stylistic properties and usage data.

Brill will contribute its journal Logos’ content to the 

project, in which we cooperate with Leiden University 

(Centre for Digital Scholarship & Centre for the Arts in 

Society) and Boom Publishers.

B r i d g i n g  t h e  G a p :  
D i g i t a l  H u m a n i t i e s  a n d  
t h e  A r a b i c - I s l a m i c  C o r p u s

Despite some pioneering efforts in recent times,  

the longue durée analysis of intellectual history in the 

Islamic world remains a largely unexplored field of 

research. Researchers of Islamic intellectual history still 

tend to study a certain canon of texts, made available by 

previous Western researchers of the Islamic world largely 

based on considerations of the relevance of these texts 

for Western theories, concepts and ideas. Indigenous 

conceptual developments and innovations are therefore 

insufficiently understood, particularly as concerns the 

transition from premodern to modern thought in Islam. 

This project seeks to harness state-of-the art Digital 

Humanities approaches and technologies to make 

pioneering forays into the vast corpus of digitized Arabic 

texts that has become available in the last decade.  

This is done along the lines of four case studies, each of 

which examines a separate genre of Arabic and Islamic 

literary history (jurisprudence, inter-faith literature, early 

modern and modern journalism, and Arabic poetry). 

This project seeks to develop a web-based application 

that will 

•  enable easy access to existing Arabic corpora on GitHub 

and other online repositories and offer the opportunity 

for researchers to upload their own corpus;

•  offer a set of tools for Arabic text mining and  

computational analysis, and 

•  provide opportunities to link search results to the  

datasets in Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies of Brill, 

as Europe’s leading publisher in this area. 

The project is managed by the Netherlands eScience 

Center, the Dutch national center of excellence for the 

development and application of research software,  

and will be inserted into two ongoing ERC projects  

(European Research Council) on Islamic intellectual 

history housed at the Department of Philosophy and 

Religious Studies at Utrecht University. 
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Flying Lizard (Draco volans),  

Java, probably drawn in 1821 by 

G.L. Keultjes, for C.G.C. Reinwardt. 

Source: Naturalis Biodiversity 

Center, Archive of the 

Natuurkundige Commissie  

voor Nederlands-Indië.  

Public Domain Mark 1.0.
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I n  C o n c l u s i o n

Brill is consistently working toward creating a sustainable 

Digital Humanities infrastructure, focusing on four core 

technologies, either by enhancing existing products  

(e.g. Arkyves, Eventscapes), creating new products or 

services (e.g. MONK handwriting recognition software-as-

a-service), or engaging with infrastructural projects, such 

as building a framework for a generic dashboard to access 

published data. We do so in international consortia,  

and/or in dialog with Brill’s authors. We are aware that 

our published data is among our most valuable assets, 

and that the requirement to store and maintain these 

assets is paramount. Data governance and management 

plans, secure servers, initiatives like IIIF, need our  

constant attention. Given the potential of (open and) 

accessible data, we rely increasingly on machine learning 

and discoverability.

With the deployment of dedicated Brill staff, progress in 

our explorations and interventions in the DH landscape is 

underway. And in our endeavor to live up to our ambition 

to be a leading player in the publishing side of DH,  

we’ll continue to look “west”, and grow up with our  

constituency in academia.
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