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Sharing data, sharing values: re-use of regional catalogues 

 

 

[1] 

Good morning, 

Today I would like to present our experience on linked open data for the re-use 

of regional catalogues and -generally speaking- for Cultural Institutions da-

tasets. 

[2] 

Over the years, in the activity of survey and enhancement of cultural institu-

tions and heritage in Emilia-Romagna, IBC (Institute for Cultural Heritage) has 

been making the collected information web-available.  

Theese descriptions covered various kinds of tangible and intangible cultural 

assets [3]   such as museums, castles, [4] historical archives, libraries and the 

services that they offer to the citizens, local dialects, [5]   monumental trees, 

butterflies, local authorities’ coat-of-arms. 

This action has gone hand in hand with the use of various accepted standards: 

descriptive and cataloguing rules, national and international formats, interop-

erability and federating standards,           

[6] 

all of which aiming at participating into networks of discrete information sys-

tems and into national and international union catalogues. 

Since 2011, in cooperation with Regesta.exe, IBC has been experimenting a 

novel approach to the publication of the data produced in its institutional remit 

and has started an experiment on linked open data to provide a different way 

to use and reconsider such regional data. 

[7] 
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My paper today is based upon the awareness that single data, albeit elaborated 

and produced by authoritative sources, only yield limited occasions of usage 

and have a lower value than they would have if shared and combined, even 

when they are separately produced and published.  

[8] 

By value, I refer not only to a financial one, but first and foremost to one of 

widespread benefit that will increase information, services, usage and -more 

generally speaking- knowledge.  

As you know, even if the availability of open data is an extraordinary resource 

for individuals, institutions and enterprises, the open format is not self-suffi-

cient for a simple and sound reuse of the information it covers.  

They are far from straightforward, or cheap to produce or maintain (i.e. free) 

or acquire (“spontaneous”):  they are however “available”.   

You are aware that LOD are one of the outcomes of the research looking for 

instruments that can attach open, explicit and machine-readable semantics to 

open data.  

[9] 

Briefly, our work aims at giving machines the information that is needed to pro-

cess and successfully reuse data, by using a formal language capable of identi-

fying them, expressing their semantics and automatically cross-linking.  

[10] 

Such an evolution is possible if the information is broken up and single data can 

be reused semantically combined also with data from other information sys-

tems, thus becoming truly linked and open.  

[11] 

The use of a language describing complex characteristics and relations also 

needs the implementation of ‘knowledge representation systems’ that provide 
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the "machine" with instructions that allow procedures of artificial reasoning 

through inferring rules. 

This information modelling can be supported by various languages, among 

which IBC chose RDF (Resource Description Framework), a standard model for 

data interchange, based on triples (or RDF statements).  

[12] 

Finally, contributing to the continuous build-up of the web of data equals to 

linking the LOD published by one information system to the LOD existing be-

yond that system or the responsible institution. 

Sharing data will entail their mutual enrichment and informative value.  

Sharing means also interlinking, which is an equivalence between data (“se-

mantic alignment”) or a simple similarity, that allows the enrichment of the 

data by acquiring information from other sources and starting a fruitful process 

of authoritative dataset sharing and exchange. 

[13] 

LOD, RDF, ontologies and interlinking are just technical components that char-

acterise the transition to the web of data, however we think that they are not 

enough to make it possible.  

Those who produce and publish data for the web must be aware of the new 

strategies and must use these technologies not only to create content or make 

the information available within separate information systems, but first and 

foremost to use it in semantically describing their knowledge, to make infor-

mation ready for reuse by a large and diversified community, for the creation 

of a real and open semantic network.   
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[14] 

At IBC, the publication of LOD is in progress; various data bases were consid-

ered and each one was screened for 

- finding and analysing their data and informative systems 

- finding the ontologies (both existing and created on purpose) for the de-

scription of the relevant information domain 

- extracting data in RDF format 

- data publishing and semantic alignment 

- interlinking IBC’s data with already available linked open data  

[15] 

Particularly, in the past years, our work was focused on the publication of the 

description of Emilia-Romagna cultural institutions, by elaborating and applying 

“Culturalis” (the Cultural Institutions and Sites Ontology).  

Culturalis is a “kernel” ontology (a core ontology), aiming at classes and prop-

erties only as necessary to describe a cultural institution as such, then to corre-

late those classes and properties with widely used general ontologies,  

[16] 

e.g.  Bibliographic Ontology (bibo), Biographical Ontology (bio) , Dublin Core (dc 

e dcterms), Friend Of A Friend (foaf), Organization Ontology (org) , Schema.org 

(schema) , Simple Knowledge Organization System data model (skos), vCard 

Ontology (vcard).  

[17] 

This simplifying process (core ontology [plus] general ontologies) will facilitate 

the interoperability of separate resources linked to the same domain or to dif-

ferent ones, and it will simplify the reuse of the datasets and resources cross-

linking.  

IBC has gone through the whole conceptual and technical process that goes  
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- from the management of traditional databases to a full life-cycle of the 

LOD in the cultural domain,  

- from the research and reuse of existing ontologies to the construction of 

ontologies that are specific to the field,  

- from the extraction and publication of the data to their first integrated 

use. 

[18] 

Our more general objective has been an increase of the data available on the 

web when produced by the scientific community.   

When publishing already available data in LOD format, IBC translates infor-

mation into models that can talk not only to humans, but also to machines. 

Accordingly IBC laid out the rules for an effective semantic interoperability 

among the information systems published by IBC and external information sys-

tems. 

[19] 

All the datasets, ontologies and grey documents are published and available 

under CC-BY license (Creative Commons Attribution) and can be accessed from 

this link. 

In the last months, our activities have been extending to the description of the 

cultural collections mantained by local cultural institutions and described dur-

ing the 40 years of IBC activity. 

[20] 

We have tested the Lod for the descriptions of the historical archives and their 

series, files and documents  

[21] 

(in the example Andrea Costa Paper – He was a co-founder of the Italian social-

ist party). 
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And now we are dealing with the publication in linked open data of the catalogs 

of different museum collections. 

In particular, today I would like to show you what may be the effects of the 

publication of museum’s linked open data. 

To do that, I use a visual interface, devised for accessing the dataset and built 

with Lodview, an opensource RDF browser that allows navigation among re-

sources even when from separate datasets. 

[22] 

Browsing -for example- the rdf catalog card of "Bitta che allatta” (Bitta nursing, 

by Domenico Baccarini), you can get a resource of the "Art works" dataset. 

[23] 

This resource, as you see, refers to classes and properties described both in 

specific ontologies developed by italian Ministry of Culture (from Arco project, 

still in beta) and in other general ontologies, Dublin core or foaf). 

Obviously this resource is connected with the museum collection of which it is 

part, and with the Municipal gallery in Faenza that maintains this collection 

(which are described with culturalis in another dataset). 

[24] 

Proceeding with navigation, these two IBC datasets (museums and catalog 

cards) are linked to external resources referring to the same entities, through 

interlinking (by owl: sameAs) with the dbedia resources 

[25]  

(in the example the Malatestiana Library in Cesena)  

[26] 

or to the dataset of Federico Zeri Foundation (in the example the photo of the 

Art work “Maria transiting" of Ferraù, maintained by the Municipal gallery in 

Faenza).  

[27] 
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Federico Zeri dataset describes the archive (photos, documents and publica-

tions) which reflect the attribution choices made by the famous Italian art ex-

pert. 

For us it is very interesting to interlink with Zeri dataset, in particular to enrich 

the catalogue card with the data related to the attribution problems for each 

Art work he dealt with. 

Deciding to publish LOD related to the cultural domain is fairly successful when 

compared to the richness and specificity of the selected descriptive databases 

and their coherence with national and international cataloguing standards, it 

also opens an interesting door leading to a progressive model that can be easily 

incremented and reused, and to the natural interoperability of locally sourced 

data with those at national and international level.  

One of the most interesting scenarios tested by the project was the shaping of 

a kind of born interoperability among information systems.  

[28] 

From the very beginning, the whole process was characterised by the seamless 

merging of the most traditional skills in cataloguing and description on one side 

with the new experiences that were maturing in the construction of the web of 

data.  

The strong semantic connection of the new formats -along with the need of so-

called ‘domain experts’ and the exceptional potential of representation and en-

hancement of the new web-  have confirmed the necessity of new skills for the 

participants to the working group who had to face the technologies of the web 

of data as they were tackled and who had to test new and diverse approaches.  

The project also saw the meaningful contribution of the colleagues who are in 

charge of databases so varied in content and related skills (archives, museums, 

libraries, castles, monumental trees, butterflies). 
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Staff were essential not only in the launching moment but also in the analysis 

and extraction of records as they were held, in the first evaluation of the po-

tential of cultural LOD, in the planning of further encoding exercises and in data 

fruition. 

[29] 

Against this background, archives, libraries and museums (and IBC with them) 

can work not only as LOD producers, but as trusted data producers for the web. 

They can rely on a huge amount of data and on a deep-rooted familiarity with 

cataloguing standards and metadata, thus becoming an essential source of 

quality information. 

[30] 

A key factor in planning our work was the choice of a bottom-up approach, to 

underline the integration of existing descriptive data in continuity with the item 

that they represent, rather than importing the same information into overarch-

ing systems (and formats). 

Furthermore, the critical threshold of aggregation portals and centralized sys-

tems -dealing with diverse cultural heritage- can be overrun by semantic de-

scription, independent SPARQL endpoint, progressive model, and linked data 

collected locally, nationally and internationally.   

[31] 

Activities that were originally rather experimental, are increasingly becoming a 

standard practice at IBC, when regularly publishing quality public information 

also in open format for the understanding and enhancement of cultural insti-

tutes and heritage in Emilia-Romagna.  

[32] 

Right now, the first reuse experiences of IBC datasets are being discussed and 

more can be foreseen. For example: 
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- new forms of enhancement, including those more closely related to a 

specific area, those for teaching or touristic purposes (app for mobile 

phones, area brand portals, multimedia learning tools) 

- facilitating research, beyond ownership and kind of resources 

- easy linking of data published by different or distant subjects and with 

diverse descriptive projects 

- fill and continuously update the great national aggregators 

- enrich ‘generic’ cartographic systems with GIS of area information   

- allow statistical analysis, even beyond the original information systems. 

Accordingly, the published datasets were interlinked with the general endpoint 

data and same domain endpoint for cross-organizational interoperability.  

In the new landscape that the semantic web is designing with the linked open 

data initiative, integration and enhancement are a priority. 

At the moment, a few researchers and enterprises are focused on the reuse of 

datasets. 

[33] 

For instance the “Emilia-Romagna Path” project, promoted by the Region and 

the regional Tourist Board to promote and give visibility to the slow tourism. 

The project has entirely reused the ibc dataset dedicated to monumental trees 

(in the example, a monumental maple) 

[34] 

And also LUME (=little light) PlannER project, promoted by Università di Mo-

dena e Reggio Emilia in order to build tools for planning sustainable and acces-

sible tour at historic sites, museums, arts and cultural events in Emilia Roma-

gna.  

The making of the past and of the forthcoming initiatives about the web of data 

not only aims at an increasingly integrated and compared use of the collected 

data, but also at their access and reuse by Emilia-Romagna public bodies and 
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cultural institutes, the same that contributed to data collection by participating 

into the regional information systems. 

Ultimately, the process developed by IBC can be seen as an extended horizontal 

subsidiarity that will provide society with the data produced by public authori-

ties and, first and foremost, the possibility to yield added value by allowing new 

services, access and novel opportunities of enhancement. 

[35] 

Thank you 

 

 


