Modelling Time, Places, Agents for
the HyperOtlet research project

Henri Sergent '

"HyperOtlet Project, Centre Maurice Halbwachs (ENS)

ABSTRACT

HyperOtlet is a transdisciplinary project about a major work in the history of information sciences: the Traité de
documentation, published in 1934 by Paul Otlet (1868-1944). A passionate advocate of a new field,
documentation, he created original tools and practices and thus, a new knowledge tradition. In its own structure,
the 431 pages Traité is built on an original information architecture designed by Paul Otlet and meant to facilitate
information and knowledge retrieval. Otlet wrote the different entries of the Traité on index cards then bundled
them in a book which form is very close to an encyclopedia (Van Acker, 2018). He also envisioned a utopia of
remote universal access to structured knowledge, books, press, images and audiovisual content.

Our project is combining different profiles (historians, information science researchers, librarians) from various
teams and institutions:

- Centre Maurice Halbwachs
- MICA

- ENSSIB

- MSH Paris Nord

- Mundaneum

The ANR-funded HyperOtlet project will articulate a set of historical and documented research with a
collaborative digital platform and elaborate an augmented corpus around 4 axes:

- new contextualisation of digital culture “documentary regime” (Miiller, 2011);

- discussions about current issues of documentation in digital humanities (Le Deuff, 2018), of
“documentarity” (Pédauque, 2007) and “documentality” (Ferraris, 2012);

- promote the creation of an epistemic community able to represent a European documentary tradition;

- development of new ways to consult, read and navigate within written works.

In our project we will go beyond this landmark monument (monolithic and finite book) of information science to
build and open it to linked information in the form of an hyperdocument (Rayward, 1994). Doing so we, as Paul
Otlet foretold, will “abandon resolutely the traditional form of the bound volume, isolated and complete” (Otlet,
1911). In Monde : Essai D’Universalisme (1935) Otlet envisioned a knowledge organisation system based on
Temps, (Time) Lieux (Places) Organisations, Personnes. We aim to model a coherent and reusable data
framework based on the possibilities of Omeka S and the particular unique nature of this analogue organisation
system from the 1930s.

To do so, we used the recently crowdsourced Wikisource digital version of the Traité and split it using a regular
expression pattern matching the naming system designed by Otlet himself. Deconstructing the book into these
“cards” will ease future text mining and natural language processing operations such as Named-Entity
Recognition, and collaborative annotation process by our scientific team. This level of granularity will allow us
to tag parts of the Traité and extract knowledge out of the dense textual content in a “redocumentarisation”
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(Salaiin, 2007) process. We want to extract most of the named entities (all the persons names, places and
organisations, and historical events) and build a directed graph using the same state-of-the-art information
architecture but with many more possibilities in terms of design, navigation, information retrieval through a
faceted search engine, collaborative trans-media annotation.

This data structure we modelled is very close to the legacy knowledge structure used in the Traité and other
Otlet’s Works itself and will allow easier integration of attributes such as semantic metadata (using controlled
vocabularies Dublin Core FOAF, SKOS, BIO, BIBO and existing databases: Geonames). A search engine
interface will be part of the application to allow queries and view Traité de documentation entries from different
points of view (faceted search), thus enabling future data visualisation use cases. We plan to present this ongoing
project and its progression during the Modelling Time, Places, Agents and we will welcome any insights on our
process and be glad to hear from other research approaches as well.
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