Multimedia Oral History Database !

This Internet-accessible multimedia oral
history database (http://server2001.rev]
hu/oha/index.html) forms a slice, or
cross-section, of the database of contem-
porary history held by the 1956 Institute
in Budapest. Its basis is the Oral History
Archive (OHA) established by some of
the founders of the institute decades ago.
There are about a thousand life inter-
views, divisible into three main groups. About 500 inter-
views were made with participants in the 1956 Hungarian
Revolution. Many of the rest were done with their chil-
dren. Others were life interviews made under a leadership
research programme in 1981-5, with those thought likely to
have a career ahead of them in the communist party or state
hierarchy.

The interviews were tape-recorded. Transcripts were made
from these recordings, which up to the end of the 1980s
meant that they were typed. In the 1990s, the transcription
was made using computer word processing, so that the texts
have survived in digital form as well.

In 1991, to assist orientation among the interviews, we
developed a database using 3—5-page abstracts whose
information could be searched and recovered in detail. The
purpose of this database was to record the interview content
as accurately as possible. It was not possible to archive the

.ﬁ'] bt fearwer 200 1 rev. hiyfoha findes:_sng. hbml

magyer The Institute for the

riv
A

1 & 5 &

a
D

N

by Zoltdn Lux *

f e

T H E

full texts or the sound materials in digital
form because of the memory constraints
at that time.

In 2003, the institute’s successful

application for competitive funding

under the eVildg project of the Ministry

of Informatics and Telecommunications

allowed a sizeable proportion of the
interview materials to be digitized. This funding will allow
the Institute to digitize the texts of interviews available
only on paper as well as old sound materials. The project
involved more than archiving, as the public part of the
database is being placed in the public domain via the
Internet.

Before the project began, we were developing a database
handler into which we could transfer the old oral history
database. This Oracle-based database can now receive the
full interview texts and the sound documents. This database
not only assists with making the content and technical data
of the interviews searchable, it is becoming increasingly
suited to fulfilling the complete archiving function and
digital storage of all the related text and audio-visual
documents.

The oral histories comprise only part of our database of
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contemporary history. The other elements of the database
include the photo archive (some 15,000 digitalized
photographs with technical and content descriptions);
the historical chronology; the biography archive; the trial

documents archive; the video archive; and the bibliography.

Each of these database elements is closely associated with
the interview subjects. There may be a photograph of the

person interviewed, a biography of the subject, photographs

of events, or a chronological description.

‘Private history’ content: ’56 and the Kadar period
Based on these interconnecting database ‘elements’, we
produced a content service entitled ‘Private History. 1956
and the Kdddr Period’. The content basis for this is a
partial set of the interviews in the OHA, the basic data in
these interviews, and details and sound documents edited
from the full interviews. In these interviews, the subjects
speak from the viewpoint of people once condemned

for their actions during the Kddar period. The Internet
content service also demonstrates the connections between
the interviews and persons, perhaps linking an edited
biography from the biography archive with photographs
from the photo archive. Based on the database, we are
able to produce a book-like block of information via the
Internet, whose ‘technical organizer’ is a subset selected
for a specific attribute of the elements of the interview set.

Within this system and based on such attributes, successive

new ‘books’ will be possible.
Main features of the framework system:

1. The system allows ‘almost complete’ digital
archiving of the documents, based on Oracle database
handling software. The internal database maintenance
program allows for the loading of the full texts of docu-
ments (which will also be archived), digitized files of
related audio-visual documents (sound or video record-
ings), details of the full text edited according to various
criteria, and descriptive data on the documents’ content
and technical characteristics.

2. It provides an immediate framework system for
Internet publishing, fine tuning of a grading system for
user accessibility (fully public, or full access only to
researchers or staff of the data owners) and secure han-
dling of ‘sensitive’ non-public data.

3. Indeveloping the data structure of the documents,
attention was paid to offers to do with qualitative data
archiving from DDI, Dublin Core and TEI, and it is suit-
able for preparing XML outputs compatible with further
development of the system.

Problems and solutions during development:

1. The life interviews were conducted in Hungar-

ian, which confines them to a relatively small audience.
However, the basic data in the interviews and the biogra-
phies of the subjects have been translated into English..
We have also translated some of the interviews them-
selves. Of course it would be desirable in the long term
for such tasks to be performed by an automatic translat-
ing program, but such devices are not yet sufficiently de-
veloped for long texts in the Hungarian language. Native
English-speaking translators are being used for the time
being and the translations are loaded into the appropri-
ate English fields. (Developed translating programmes
would confine the native-speaker translators to checking
and editing the texts linguistically.)

2. The life interviews contain references to many
events. These can sometimes be linked with actual
chronological events, but in each case, what appears is a
subjective interpretation. The connection with the actual
event has to be signalled, but the data discrepancies also
need to be recorded.

3. The many connections between the edited inter-
view texts and other elements of the database (photos,
biographies, events) should ideally be found automati-
cally by the program among the requisite objects in the
databases, allowing for further exploration through these
references. Some of the photographs have been linked
singly to the appropriate references, but these references
are also embedded in the database. There is a complex
problem with footnotes to interpret and explain the text.
In some cases, a section of the text has to be explained,
elucidated or possibly interpreted. Such footnotes are
individual and of no use elsewhere in the text. Other sec-
tions of the text call for footnotes that expand on a con-
cept, institution, event or person. These can be applied
elsewhere in the text as well and often exist already as
data records elsewhere in the database (as entries in lists
of concepts or biographies or in a chronology etc.) In the
latter case, a cross-reference is needed to the appropri-
ate record. This facility has not been created under this
project, partly for technical reasons, and partly due to
incompleteness in the content. However, the problem
has been addressed with data storage between meta-ref-
erences in the individual footnote texts. It may even be
possible to pick these passages out automatically from
their texts, during later development (for instance, with a
separate data table).

4. Some parts of the database (OHA interviews, trial
documents) also contain confidential information. It was
very important for the internal data maintenance module
to operate according to a well-defined, graded user-
entitlement system, so that such information cannot be
accessed from the Internet in any way.

5.  The interview texts and interview subjects provide
much data of a statistical nature for qualitative sociologi-
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cal researches. We would like to ensure the possibility of
making the data available to various analytical programs
partly through requisite exchange formats (with cod-

ing if need be) and partly directly. For the time being,
direct access is ensured for programs capable of linking
directly with the database. (We are experimenting with
Mineset.)

6.  The problem of data archiving. The really desir-
able solution would be for all objects for archiving to
be loaded into the database. However, the databases
still contain only ‘simplified’ versions of the digitized
photos and sound documents. Full-sized digitized photo
files with authentic colour can approach 100 MB in size,
not to mention the size of long sound documents. These
original files are kept at present in external data stores
(CD-ROM, DVD-ROM, DLT). Photographs are avail-
able within the database as 300 x 300 thumbnails and
600 x 600 viewing-size pictures. The sound documents
are stored in highly condensed WMA format versions.

7. We intend to install an XML format output for
connecting with other databases, for data conversion and
for data exchanges. This is not yet ready. We are seeking
other institutions to provide similar historical or social
scientific content, so that we can develop a modern-his-
tory portal service that is as broad as possible or join a
similar service ourselves.
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