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Humanities

Data



–Robert E. Horn, 2000

“Information design is defined as the art and science of preparing 
information so that it can be used by human beings with 

efficiency and effectiveness”. 
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Source: re-drawn from Cairo (2013), The Functional Art, fig. 1.9, p. 18
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Source: re-drawn from Cairo (2013), The Functional Art, fig. 1.9, p. 18
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Source: re-drawn from a presentation by Paolo Ciuccarelli



–Paolo Ciuccarelli

to make complex phenomena (visually) accessible and “usable”

to visualize data and information



Su Song, 1092

Playfair, 1786

Playfair, 1805
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Source: images from the Web



Source: images from the Web



Jacques Bertin Edward Tufte

Source: images from the Web



Source: images from the Web



- No strict rules exist to create effective visualizations -



 

flowingdata.com

One dataset visualized 25 
ways

Source: https://flowingdata.com/
2017/01/24/one-dataset-visualized-25-
ways/

http://www.scribblelive.com/blog/2012/07/27/45-ways-to-communicate-two-quantities


Practically speaking …



Hartlieb’s correspondence: 
4833 letters 

(sent/received)

The data

Source: http://emlo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/



Source: sketches from a 
Design Sprint in the COST Action 

“Reassembling the Republic of Letters”



Geographical data

Historical vs modern perspective 
Boundaries change over time 

Different granularities and hierarchies



T I M E

I n c l u d e  u n k n o w n / u n c e r t a i n

1 4 0 0

1450 1500

1 7 5 0

H I S T O R I C A LC O N T E M P O R A R Yshow letters from all to all

geography people languages

ANTIGUA AND BARBUDA

DENMARK

GELDERLAND

GREECEPORTUGAL

ROMANIA

SWEDEN

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

WALES

ZEELAND

AUSTRIA

CENTRAL EUROPE

EAST CENTRAL EUROPE

ENGLAND

FRANCE

GENEVA

GERMANY

HUNGARY

IRELAND

ITALY

NETHERLANDS

NORTH AMERICA

POLAND

REPUBLIC OF IRELAND

SCOTLAND

SWITZERLAND
TURKEY

UKRAINE

UNITED KINGDOM

Source: mockup 
from a Design Sprint 

in the COST Action 
“Reassembling the 

Republic of Letters”



T I M E

I n c l u d e  u n k n o w n / u n c e r t a i n

1 4 0 0

1450 1500

1 7 5 0

H I S T O R I C A LC O N T E M P O R A R Yshow letters from all to all

geography people languages

UNITED PROVINCES

DENBIGHSHIRE

ESSEX
VIRGINIA PLANTATIONS

HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE

BOHEMIA

HUNTINGDONSHIRE

KENT

KINGDOM OF FRANCE

KINGDOM OF HUNGARY

KINGDOM OF POLAND

MIDDLESEX

PRINCIPALITY OF TRANSYLVANIA

PRUSSIA

ROYAL PRUSSIA

SILESIA

SPANISH NETHERLANDS
SURREY

SWISS CONFEDERATION

OTTOMAN EMPIRE

Source: mockup 
from a Design Sprint 

in the COST Action 
“Reassembling the 

Republic of Letters”



T I M E

I n c l u d e  u n k n o w n / u n c e r t a i n

1 4 0 0

1450 1500

1 7 5 0

H I S T O R I C A LC O N T E M P O R A R Yshow letters from all to all

geography people languages

UNITED PROVINCES

DENBIGHSHIRE

ESSEX
VIRGINIA PLANTATIONS

HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE

AUSTRIAN 
IMPERIAL CIRCLE

BAVARIAN IMPERIAL CIRCLE

ELECTORAL RHENISCH IMPERIAL CIRCLE

ELECTORAL SAXONY

FRANCONIAN 
IMPERIAL CIRCLE

LOWER RHENISH-WESTPHALIAN 
IMPERIAL CIRCLE

LOWER SAXON 
IMPERIAL CIRCLE

ODER
PRUSSIA

SWABIAN IMPERIAL CIRCLE
UPPER RHENISH IMPERIAL CIRCLE

UPPER SAXON 
IMPERIAL CIRCLE

BOHEMIA

HUNTINGDONSHIRE

KENT

KINGDOM OF FRANCE

KINGDOM OF HUNGARY

KINGDOM OF POLAND

MIDDLESEX

PRINCIPALITY OF TRANSYLVANIA

PRUSSIA

ROYAL PRUSSIA

SILESIA

SPANISH NETHERLANDS
SURREY

SWISS CONFEDERATION

OTTOMAN EMPIRE

Source: mockup 
from a Design Sprint 

in the COST Action 
“Reassembling the 

Republic of Letters”



T I M E

I n c l u d e  u n k n o w n / u n c e r t a i n

1 4 0 0

1450 1500

1 7 5 0

H I S T O R I C A LC O N T E M P O R A R Yshow letters from upper rhenish imperial circle to all

geography people languages

UNITED PROVINCES

DENBIGHSHIRE

ESSEX
VIRGINIA PLANTATIONS

HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE

AUSTRIAN 
IMPERIAL CIRCLE

BAVARIAN IMPERIAL CIRCLE

ELECTORAL RHENISCH IMPERIAL CIRCLE

ELECTORAL SAXONY

FRANCONIAN 
IMPERIAL CIRCLE

LOWER RHENISH-WESTPHALIAN 
IMPERIAL CIRCLE

LOWER SAXON 
IMPERIAL CIRCLE

ODER
PRUSSIA

SWABIAN IMPERIAL CIRCLE
UPPER RHENISH IMPERIAL CIRCLE

UPPER SAXON 
IMPERIAL CIRCLE

BOHEMIA

HUNTINGDONSHIRE

KENT

KINGDOM OF FRANCE

KINGDOM OF HUNGARY

KINGDOM OF POLAND

MIDDLESEX

PRINCIPALITY OF TRANSYLVANIA

PRUSSIA

ROYAL PRUSSIA

SILESIA

SPANISH NETHERLANDS
SURREY

SWISS CONFEDERATION

OTTOMAN EMPIRE

250

Source: mockup 
from a Design Sprint 

in the COST Action 
“Reassembling the 

Republic of Letters”



Dates missing 
Dates inferred 

Co-existence of three calendars 
Dates uncertain or vague

Temporal data



T I M E

I n c l u d e  u n k n o w n / u n c e r t a i n

1 4 0 0

1450 1500

1 7 5 0

H I S T O R I C A LC O N T E M P O R A R Yshow letters from all to all

geography people languages

Include date ranges that can be inferred together with their probability 
Different levels of likelihood when drilling down to a more detailed view

Timeline with degrees of fuzziness

Source: mockup 
from a Design Sprint 

in the COST Action 
“Reassembling the 

Republic of Letters”



Multidimensional data 
Overviews vs drill-downs

Data on people’s lives and activities



1 6 0 0 1610 1620 1630 1640 1650 1660 1670 16801590 1690

show all correspondence

H a r t l i b

C o m e n i u s

geography people languages

L o u i s  d e  G e e r

J o h n  D u r y

F r e d e r i c k  W i t h m a r i u s

C o n s t a n t i n e  S c h a u m  

J o h a n n  R a u e  

J o h n  E v e l y n

R a l p h  A u s t e n

astronomy geography literature art personal science religion

topic

language

1 6 0 0 1610 1620 1630 1640 1650 1660 1670 16801590 1690

show all correspondence

H a r t l i b

C o m e n i u s

geography people languages

L o u i s  d e  G e e r

J o h n  D u r y

F r e d e r i c k  W i t h m a r i u s

C o n s t a n t i n e  S c h a u m  

J o h a n n  R a u e  

J o h n  E v e l y n

R a l p h  A u s t e n

astronomy geography literature art personal science religion

topic

language

Gantt-like charts and dispersion plots

Color coding: main topic, main language, …
Source: mockup 

from a Design Sprint 
in the COST Action 
“Reassembling the 

Republic of Letters”



1 6 0 0 1610 1620 1630 1640 1650 1660 1670 16801590 1690

show all correspondence

geography people languages
astronomy geography literature art

english latin french german

personal science religion

topic

language

Source: mockup 
from a Design Sprint 

in the COST Action 
“Reassembling the 

Republic of Letters”
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H a r t l i b

C o m e n i u s

geography people languages

L o u i s  d e  G e e r

J o h n  D u r y

F r e d e r i c k  W i t h m a r i u s

C o n s t a n t i n e  S c h a u m  

J o h a n n  R a u e  

J o h n  E v e l y n

R a l p h  A u s t e n

astronomy geography literature art

english latin french german

personal science religion
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language

Source: mockup 
from a Design Sprint 

in the COST Action 
“Reassembling the 

Republic of Letters”



1 6 0 0 1610 1620 1630 1640 1650 1660 1670 16801590 1690

show comenius correspondence

H a r t l i b

C o m e n i u s

geography people languages

topic dialogue

astronomy geography literature art personal science religion

topic

language

1 6 0 0 1610 1620 1630 1640 1650 1660 1670 16801590 1690

show comenius correspondence

H a r t l i b

C o m e n i u s

geography people languages

topic dialogue

astronomy geography literature art personal science religion

topic

language

Conversation threads

Source: mockup 
from a Design Sprint 

in the COST Action 
“Reassembling the 

Republic of Letters”



show hartlib correspondence

astronomy geography literature art personal science religion

3.090 received letters 258 sent letters

AUTHORS RECIPIENTS

Hartlib

geography people languages topic

language

Sadler_John
Mede_Joseph

Wartensky_Samuel
Suatosius_John

Speed_William (fl. 1631)
More_Henry (Dr)

Hall_John
Jonston_Johannes (Dr)

Child_Robert
Appelius_Heinrich

Dury_Dorothy Moore (née King)
Roe_Thomas (Sir)

Worthington_John
Polemann_Joachim

Kinner_Cyprian
Pell_John

Horn_Georg
Mercator_Nicolaus

Wood_Robert
Oldenburg_Henry

Dymock_Cressy
Worsley_Benjamin

Komenský_Jan Amos
Austen_Ralph

Figulus_Petr
Streso_Caspar

Hübner_Joachim
Beale_John

Culpeper_Cheney
Moriaen_Johann

Dury_John

Pell_John

Boyle_Robert

Worthington_John

Individual activity 
and reciprocity of exchange

Source: mockup 
from a Design Sprint 

in the COST Action 
“Reassembling the 

Republic of Letters”



TAG Innovation School - all right reserved

Source: 
http://www.modernlibrary.com/



age at debut novel

age at first masterpiece

age at second masterpieceage at third masterpiece

age at fourth masterpiece

distance between debut 
and first masterpiece

Source: extract from https://flic.kr/p/hQE6aJ 
Courtesy of https://www.accurat.it/

https://flic.kr/p/hQE6aJ


Immediate and early success, 
small production

Late success, 
small production

Early success, 
high production

Source: extracts from https://flic.kr/p/hQE6aJ 
Courtesy of https://www.accurat.it/

https://flic.kr/p/hQE6aJ


Source: https://flic.kr/p/hQE6aJ 
Courtesy of https://www.accurat.it/

https://flic.kr/p/hQE6aJ


Source: Cairo (2016), The Truthful Art, fig. 2.14



Source: http://republicofletters.stanford.edu/



Source: mockup 
from a Design Sprint 

in the COST Action 
“Reassembling the 

Republic of Letters”



Source: Masud et al. (2010), From Data to Knowledge, fig. 1, p. 446



opportunities and challenges

domain questions
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