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What is prosopography?

• Library of Congress subject heading:	


– Here are entered works on the writing of biographical sketches that describe the 

appearance, character, and careers of persons, particularly those living in the classical and 
medieval periods	



• OED [2]:	


– A study or description of an individual’s life, career, etc.; esp. a collection of such studies 

focusing on the public careers and relationships of a group in a particular place and period; 
a collective biography	



• Lawrence Stone (1971):	


– 'Prosopography' is the investigation of the common background characteristics of a group 

of actors in history by means of a collective study of their lives. The method employed is 
to establish a universe to be studied, and then to ask a set of uniform questions (Daedalus 
100.1 (1971))



Prosopographical methods

• ‘Traditional’ prosopography:	


– The prosopographer discovers and reads ‘the sources’, collates the materials, and produces 

an interpretation - usually in the form of ‘biographies’ (of well-known persons)	



• Affordances of computational approaches:	


– Capability to store large quantities of fragmentary material;	


– Add metadata to enable cross-referencing;	


– Multiple views and interpretations	



• ‘Factoid’ prosopography:	


– Method developed in prosopographical projects at King’s College London (Gallacher, 

Smythe, Bradley, Short from early 1990s - first in Prosopography of the Byzantine Empire)	


– Based on Source & Person: ’Factoid’ is an ‘assertion’ in a source about a person	


– The project decides on the factoid structure, and collects as many factoids as possible	


– In principle, a factoid-based prosopography enables each reader to assemble data about 

individuals and groups and derive their own interpretations



Challenges in prosopography

• Prosopography of Roman Egypt	


– Most evidence from papyrus scrolls & fragments	


– Written by Roman administrators - in Greek, about Egyptians…	



!

• Common prosopographical challenges:	


– Continuity of data	


– Volume of data	


– Person names: spelling variation; family names; nicknames; ubiquity; etc etc	


– Place names: spelling variation; change over time (e.g. political change); etc etc	


– Dates: conventions; approximations; etc etc	



































http://www.convictrecords.com.au

http://www.convictrecords.com.au


































New approaches: source materials

• Crowd-sourcing	



• Oral history	



• Film history	



• Digital Archives	



• Multi-media	



• ‘Big data’	



• Boundaries dissolving, roles evolving	

























New approaches: Retrieval & Analysis

• Semantic web, linked data	



• Ontologies, categorisation	



• Standardised structures, finding aids & facet-based searching	



• Data mining (structured and un-structured data)	



• Social Network Analysis	



• Visualisation	



• Big Data	



• Boundaries dissolving, roles evolving	





New approaches: the Drivers...?

• Security services	



• Commerce	


• Genealogy & family history	


!

• Scholarly enquiry...	





New approaches: Challenges

• Infrastructure	



• Collaboration (from technical standards to crowd-sourcing)	



• Research methods 	



• Digital Archives: media - types & integration	



• Standards, categories, capturing interpretation	



• Tools	



• Languages	



• Identification of person / place / event	



• Boundaries & roles	





New approaches: Opportunities

• Infrastructure	



• Collaboration (from technical standards to crowd-sourcing)	



• Research methods	



• Digital Archives: media - types & integration	



• Standards, categories, capturing interpretation	



• Tools	



• Languages	



• Identification of person / place / event	



• Boundaries & roles	
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