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Abstract: 

A unique collaborative eResearch programme has been transforming Australian literature 

research activities in Australia over the past eight years and is breaking new ground in the 

methodologies being used to interpret, analyse and disseminate data within a wide array of 

print culture and literary history projects. This paper will present a case study – illustrating 

how e-research is being enthusiastically embraced by literary scholars in Australia through 

the AustLit (www.austlit.edu.au) portal. It will demonstrate the techniques that AustLit 

employs in data management and collaborative data analysis and authoring, that ensure the 

authority and reliability of the content. It will also describe how a sense of ownership has 

been established by the scholars participating in building AustLit, and how this has led to the 

widespread adoption and success of this collaborative eResearch environment. 

AustLit is a partnership between 12 universities and the National Library of Australia. It is 

arguably the most important resource for scholars undertaking foundational research into 

many aspects of Australian literary heritage and print culture history. Led by the University 

of Queensland, AustLit supports the activities of numerous separate and distributed research 

communities around Australia and, in some cases, internationally. AustLit serves the 

research, teaching and general information-seeking communities as both a source of basic 

and enhanced information and as a mechanism for the extraction and dissemination of 

research data which is now becoming mandated by Australian funding bodies. AustLit is 

also central to an emerging trend in Australian literary research called the “new empiricism” 

as its large data-set of over 1 million analysable data elements allows the types of empirical 

research only dreamed about by earlier generations of scholars. It is now becoming possible 

http://www.austlit.edu.au/


to answer simple questions such as “how many works of fiction were published in a 

particular period of Australia’s history” or more complex questions that require both full-text 

and empirical analysis such as “how many articles containing the phrase “tyranny of 

distance” have been published since 1966”. Such questions reveal the value of literary culture 

to a nation across time.  

The model, already partially implemented, of enabling research communities to create, 

annotate and collaboratively author scholarly content within the database is being expanded 

and new tools to extend and simplify these capabilities are being created. These are being 

developed alongside the implementation of novel data-visualisation methodologies using 

geographical mapping, topic mapping and other graphical interface options. These 

innovations will quite radically transform the way Australian literary history can be 

understood. It is a showcase example of an evolving knowledge base built through 

collaborative and active participation by the communities it serves. 

More specifically, within this paper we will identify both the current and emerging aspects of 

AustLit of relevance to eResearch. In particular we will discuss aspects that are critical to 

ensuring its success and sustainability including: 

 

 Its low barrier subscription-based model that balances open access with sustainability; 

 The collaborative distributed nature of the content development and its peer review; 

 The underlying data/metadata model (based on IFLA FRBR [1] and RDF) that 

ensures extensibility and support for evolving layers of knowledge and detailed 

provenance capture; 

 Querying tools that support quantitative analysis of historical patterns in Australian 

literature (e.g., graphical reports showing the annual no. of publications of each genre) 

 Usage monitoring services that identify recent updates, frequency of access and those 

areas of the database that are the focus of most recent activities; 

 Filtered collection subsets, tailored services and support for sub-communities in 

topics such as indigenous and children’s literature, using Google Apps. 

We will also describe enhancements to AustLit being developed through a National 

eResearch Architecture Taskforce (NeAT)-funded project. These include: 

 Integration with external related repositories (e.g, SETIS [3], PictureAustralia [4], 

NDBD [5], National Film and Sound Archives) through a federated search interface; 

 Advanced querying and browsing services that support full-text, metadata-based and 

empirical-based searches as well as time-map and topic-map based browse interfaces; 

 Hosting of annotation servers for specific communities and the subsequent harvesting 

of annotations and social tags to enhance discovery services [2]; 

 OAI-ORE [6] authoring tools for generating compound objects that encapsulate 

related records and digital objects and comply with the IFLA FRBR model. 
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