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How can we combine and structure various sets of 
letters of 17th-century scholars and their 
correspondents in such a way that we can analyze and 
visualize the circulation and appropriation of knowledge 
production in a wider international context and recognize the 
development of themes of interest and scholarly  
debates in space and time? 
 
Method: topic modeling and natural language techniques 
 

   



The problem of the structure of the letters: 
multiple languages and mixed content 



0001 Hag. Comit. 
0001 's Gravenhaghe 
0001 Hagae Comit. 
0001 Den Haag 
0001 'S graven-hage 
0001 Haye 
0001 la Hayee 
0001 's Graven Haghe 
0001 den Haeg 
0001 Dne Hage 
0001 Hagaecomit. 
0001 Hagae Com 
0001 Haage 
0001 Haghe 
0001 s' Gravenhage 
0001 Hagae comitis 
0001 s'Graven-hage 
0001 Hagae com. 
0001 den Haag 
0002 La Haye 
0001 Den Haeghe 
 
 

344 x Christiaan Huygens 
and 

151 x The Hague 
 

The problem of 
spelling variation 



1508 la Haye 
0113 Hagae Com. 
0105 den Hage 
0094 Hagae Comitis 
0072 Hag. Com. 
0040 la Haije 
0029 Hagae 
0016 den Haege 
0014 la Hay 
0010 Hagae-Com. 
0008 Hage 
0005 's Gravenhage 
0004 Hagam 
0004 Hagae Comitatensi 
0004 Den Haghe 
0003 la Haya 
0002 Den Haech 
0002 la haye 
0002 La Haije 
0002 Den Hagh 
0002 La Haye 
0001 Den Haeghe 
 

Named 
Entity 
Recognition 



http://ckcc.huygens.knaw.nl/epistolarium/ 



http://ckcc.huygens.knaw.nl/epistolarium/ 
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Experiment	
  1	
  

Ques/ons:	
  
1)Who	
  are	
  the	
  key	
  players	
  in	
  the	
  debate	
  around	
  the	
  discoveries	
  
of	
  the	
  ringstructure	
  and	
  moons	
  of	
  Saturn	
  in	
  the	
  seventeenth	
  
century.	
  (long	
  history	
  	
  in	
  seven	
  stages	
  from	
  1616	
  -­‐	
  1685)	
  
2)	
  Is	
  the	
  theory	
  of	
  Van	
  Helden	
  valid?	
  	
  	
  
Conclusion:	
  	
  
Yes,	
  but	
  found	
  app.	
   	
  30%	
  addiKonal	
  names	
  	
  
	
  

Source: Huib	
  Zuidervaart	
  (Huygens	
  ING)  



	
  	
  Experiment	
  2 
Ques/on	
  
Are	
  expressions	
  of	
  confidenKality	
  	
  in	
  leRers	
  of	
  Hugo	
  
GroKus	
  representaKve	
  for	
  other	
  17th	
  century	
  
correspondences	
  as	
  well?	
  
	
  
Conclusion:	
  	
  
we	
  found	
  some	
  extra	
  references	
  in	
  the	
  work	
  of	
  
GroKus,	
  but	
  hardly	
  in	
  other	
  correspondences	
  
	
  
Problems:	
  	
  
implicit	
  language	
  and	
  small	
  data	
  sets	
  
 source: Henk	
  Nellen	
  and	
  Charles	
  van	
  den	
  Heuvel 



Future of Project 
•  Implementation of  collaboratory for data 

enrichment and annotation and new user 
interfaces in a virtual research environment 

•   Linking letters to other: documents such as 
•  Notes, working papers of scholars:  

 Grotius Information Master 
•  Early periodicals  to study the impact of the letter 

format on the development of the periodical 
•  International cooperation  for adding more letters 

and metadata of letters to create the critical mass 
necessary to test/falsify existing theories of the 
Republic of Letters and to develop new questions 

     



Reassembling the Republic of Letters 
A framework for radically multi-lateral collaboration on 
Europe’s intellectual history 
  
 
COST action – aim to create Europees netwerk to prepare 

an application to bring as many  European scholarly 
correspondences together and to create a research 
infrastructure for analysis and annotation of these letters 

 
Inititative: Howard Hotson and Thomas Wallnig (Vienna) 

combines collections of around 15 European countries 
  



Intellectual Geographies of the  
Digital Republic of Letters 

Digging into Data application 
 
Stanford University (content of metadata), Oxford University  
CofK, (EMLO), Indiana University (Katy Borner/Scott 
Weingart topic modeling and visualization of scientific 
networks), Lancaster University (Spatial Humanities and 
Natural Language Processing, Ian Gregory and Paul Rayson) 
and Huygens ING (NER of geographical names and research 
of  formal/and informal networks of knowledge 



intellectual geographies 

Source: Andre Skupin, 2005 

Geo maps 

Mental maps 

Topical  maps 



intellectual geographies 

Source: Andre Skupin, 2005 

Aim to create maps that represent 
knowledge distribution 
geographically in relation to (in-) 
formal networks of scholars and in 
relation to the development of 
debates over time 



Deep mapping 

“But what we can do is inform the present more fully with the 
artifacts of social memory, the evidence of recall from 
various times and various perspectives. One means to 
this end is through deep mapping  […] 

 
“Each artifact […] would constitute a separate record 

anchored in time and space, thus allowing us to keep 
them in relationship, and each layer would contain the 
unique view over time – the dynamic memory – of an 
individual or a social unit.” 

David Bodenhamer, The Spatial Humanities. GIS and the Future of 
Humanities Scholarship, Bloomingtom/Indianapolis 2010, pp. 26 -27 



Deep  Historical Networks  
in the Digital Republic of Letters 

 •  Enhancing understanding of the nature and topology of   
networks (formal networks,  informal networks of 
confidentiality etc.) by combining (meta-)data of people/
topics 

•  Enhancing quality of networks as sources of historical 
evidence 1: improving topic modeling and NLS 
techniques to make concepts more explicit 

•  Enhancing quality of networks as sources of historical 
evidence 2 ( contexualization by creating multilayered 
networks of notes, working papers, early periodicals, 
publications etc.) 

•  Enhancing quality of networks as sources of historical 
evidence 3( creating interfaces for overlaying and 
annotating networks to express uncertainty) 



Thank  You 
 

http://ckcc.huygens.knaw.nl/ 


