
XML and Digital Library: a Marriage Made in an Open-Source Heaven?

While the Digital Library (DL) concept is an extremely vague one, its paradigm, the real
implementation, is, if possible, still more elusive.

Since the late 80’s and during the 90’s, the primary concern and task in the textual digital
resources field was really a basic (but not simple) one: how can we put texts in computers? How
can we encode, manage and memorize them? Of which stuff digital texts are made of?

Other important problems were perceived: the visualization one, for example; but they were
temporarily put aside for practical reasons.

The Text/Data relationship is really a Castor and Polydeuces’ one: is Text a particular kind of
Data or Data a particular kind of Text? The main choice, and long-term winning, in the textual
encoding issue was the use of the powerful Standard Generalized MarkUp Language (SGML), and
– more specifically – the rules (or better guidelines) established by the Text Encoding Initiative
(TEI), which could be defined as “[…] an international and interdisciplinary standard that helps
libraries, museums, publishers, and individual scholars represent all kinds of literary and linguistic
texts for online research and teaching, using an encoding scheme that is maximally expressive and
minimally obsolescent”.

The SGML choice was surely a guarantee for the future, but not an easy one for an actual
implementation of a DL, both for technical and economical reasons. The software of choice in
creating a DL was usually based upon SGML-enabled Content Management Systems (CMS) used
mainly for the document management of technical data, as DynaText/DynaWeb.

The transition from SGML to the eXstensible MarkUp Language (XML) was, more than an
evolution, a sort of Copernican revolution for two main aspects: the introduction of the new
stylesheet technology for displaying an XML file, in particular the powerful Extensible Stylesheet
Language Transformation (XSLT), and the great diffusion and development of open-source
software able to manage XML documents. Most of this software is designed for hard-core and
business IT applications, but it can be adapted for more “humanistic” purposes. Moreover, open-
source XML software for DLs is now being developed in the academic framework, offering a wider
range of possibilities.

The use of XML, which allows a common syntax (even if with distinct semantics) for both data
and metadata, makes it possible to cross the traditional border between the different orientations of
a DL: the “textual” one, with the full-text encoded and published in text based formats (HTML,
TXT, PDF, ecc.), often with little or no care of the metadata aspect, and the “graphic” one, which
makes available the digital image of the texts, and has behind a rich metadata layer.

If the challenge of the 90’s, creating a rich and vast corpora of digital cultural resources, has been
won, the new task is now to make this knowledge available in different formats and for different
devices, and successively create a (meta)structure which allows to create new kind of relationships
and association between topics, making another step in the DL route, from Babel to Alexandria.


