
Archives And MAnuscripts, 2017
vOL. 45, nO. 2, 100–117
https://doi.org/10.1080/01576895.2017.1328695

The Dorothy Howard Collection: revealing the structures of 
folklore archives in museums

Mike Jonesa  , Kate Darian-Smitha  , Deborah Tout-Smithb and Gavan McCarthyc 
aschool of historical and philosophical studies, the university of Melbourne, victoria, Australia; bhome and 
community Life, Museums victoria, victoria, Australia; cescholarship research centre, the university of 
Melbourne, victoria, Australia

ABSTRACT
In 2015–16 researchers from the University of Melbourne and 
Museums Victoria undertook a collaborative project which sought to 
visualise archival data from the museum as a means to investigate the 
structure and context of the Dorothy Howard Collection. This article 
introduces Dorothy Howard’s work, which is part of the internationally 
significant Australian Children’s Folklore Collection, and looks at the 
project’s processes and outcomes, including the initial visualisations 
produced. In doing so, the authors highlight the data-intensive 
nature of such work, suggest the potential of visualisations to reveal 
collection structures, and outline possibilities for future projects and 
collaborations.

You put down on a piece of paper as many dots as you please. You must not do this just any 
way or you will be wrong. You must go straight up and down and straight across so that the 
dots will be in squares. Then you take turns joining lines between the dots.

(Frank Syaranamual, 10 years old, describing a game called ‘Dots’, 1954)1

Large collections in archives and museums may hold many thousands of items,2 none of 
which exist in isolation. If each item is taken as a dot, or node, they are joined by complex 
networks of connections – to other items as well as to things such as people, organisations, 
concepts and places – with these relationships accumulating through time. Some items are 
explicitly joined, their content referring to other items or entities, while others are linked 
to context within or beyond their collections in ways which help users understand their 
meaning.

However, these networks are often not readily visible to users – whether they be internal 
staff of the organisation holding the collection, or external users exploring content. Archival 
description tends to emphasise hierarchical links between items, aggregates (series, collec-
tion) and an often-constrained set of provenance entities;3 and museum description tends 
toward individual item-level descriptions, loosely coupled to donor information or to like 
items via common characteristics and classification structures. Furthermore, even where 

KEYWORDS
Archives; museums; folklore; 
collection management; 
documentation; networks

© 2017 Australian society of Archivists

CONTACT Mike Jones   m.jones@unimelb.edu.au

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5448-8799
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7773-1205
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8411-3173
mailto: m.jones@unimelb.edu.au
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01576895.2017.1328695&domain=pdf


ARCHIVES AND MANUSCRIPTS   101

documented relationships exist, the structures they create can be difficult to see when items 
are viewed as discrete records in databases or online.

This article introduces the Australian Children’s Folklore Collection (ACFC), and outlines 
the context and details of a proof-of-concept project which sought to explore the possibilities 
of producing visualisations based on relational networks. Supported by the McCoy Seed 
Fund,4 the project involved Museums Victoria5 staff working with archivists and historians 
from the University of Melbourne on the Dorothy Howard Collection, which sits within the 
ACFC. A key challenge of the project was the extraction and curation of data from museum 
and archival documentation (collection metadata) in a systematic manner that would enable 
digital humanities scholars and other researchers to use existing visualisation tools to study 
the collection. It was not the purpose of the project to undertake analyses of the resulting 
network graphs to any significant degree, or to transcribe, extract and use data contained 
in the records themselves, but to prepare the way for others.

The results provide valuable insights into the structure of the Dorothy Howard Collection, 
and indicate the amount of work required to prepare existing catalogue data for visualis-
ation. The project also helps reveal something of the ways in which museum and archival 
systems interoperate (and some of their limitations in this area), shows the potential of 
network graphs to support the navigation and interpretation of collections, and suggests 
future possibilities for working with documentary collections held by museums.

The Australian Children’s Folklore Collection

The Australian Children’s Folklore Collection (ACFC) contains a range of material culture 
concerned with the history of childhood and children’s play. ‘Children’s folklore’ is defined 
by Museums Victoria as the folklore both of children and about children. It recognises that 
such lore – from games to verbal culture – is created and transmitted by both children 
and adults.6 The ACFC is Australia’s pre-eminent national collection of children’s folklore 
material, and one of the largest and most significant collections of its kind anywhere in 
the world.7 In recognition of its significance, the collection was placed on the UNESCO 
Australian Memory of the World Register in 2004, sitting alongside such key documents of 
national and international historical significance as the Endeavour journal of James Cook, 
the Mabo Case Manuscripts, and the landmark constitutional documents underpinning 
the Australian Constitution.8

The ACFC was established in the 1970s, when children’s folklore specialists June Factor 
and Gwenda Davey began amassing and analysing a range of objects and documents pertain-
ing to children’s play drawn from their own research, and from that of their students. This 
collection was later acquired by Museums Victoria, and has been supplemented by items 
collected in other contexts. Today the ACFC consists of over 10,000 file cards, recordings, 
objects, and other written and visual materials relating to children and their play worlds. 
These include subcollections such as interviews with adults and children in Aboriginal 
communities across Victoria about play9; materials collected in the 1980s relating to the 
‘multicultural’ playground; and play artefacts from around the world, as well as Australia. 
The ACFC also holds the archives of several projects researching play that were conducted 
from the 1970s onwards. Among these are written, aural and visual records from the recent 
major national study Childhood, Tradition and Change, which documented schoolyard play 
activities across the nation and situated these in historical perspective.10
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The Dorothy Howard Collection is one of the largest components of the ACFC, and 
contains rich documentation of the lives and play of Australian children in the middle of 
the twentieth century. At its core are the fieldwork notes and research findings of the noted 
children’s folklorist Dorothy Howard, who visited Australia from the US for 10 months dur-
ing 1954–55. Funded as a Fulbright scholar, Howard was initially based at the University of 
Melbourne, where she found there was little interest in both women scholars and the study of 
children’s play culture. There was, however, unprecedented interest during the decades after 
World War II in the importance of children to national development as future citizens and 
workers. The rising birth-rate as a result of the ‘baby boom’ and the launch of the large-scale 
immigration scheme to Australia had, by the mid 1950s, resulted in a dramatic increase in 
the number of children within the population. To address a desperate shortage of facilities, 
all Australian states embarked on large building programs during the 1950s and 1960s to pro-
vide schools, libraries, and other community and sporting facilities aimed at young people.11

During Howard’s time in Australia she conducted intensive fieldwork observation of 
children’s games and play activities in primary school playgrounds. She travelled widely, 
visiting every state (with the exception of the remote Northern Territory), documenting 
children’s play in a variety of settings, from one-room schoolhouses in rural areas to over-
crowded inner urban schools. She invited schools she could not visit to post her written 
descriptions of play, and in many cases teachers compiled students’ work to pass on to 
her. She also interviewed and received correspondence from adults about their childhood 
memories, in some cases creating a record of play that stretched back to the nineteenth 
century. Howard’s papers and fieldwork notes are also held in the ACFC, with details of 
particular activities – such as running and skipping games, hopscotch and counting-out 
rhymes – transcribed in her handwriting onto small index cards.

Howard was interested in evidence of regional variances in play, whether verbal chants and 
rhymes or the conduct of games. Her analysis also remarked on the influence of British and 
American popular culture on Australian children. At a time when television had not yet been 
introduced in Australia (it came in 1956, just following Howard’s visit), she found such ‘foreign’ 
influences were generally gleaned from films and magazines aimed at boys and girls, including 
comic books, which were imported at the estimated rate of 60 million per year and were seen 
to have a negative effect on Australian youth.12 Howard also documented the rapid change in 
play objects brought about by new technologies, such as the shift from the use of real sheep 
knucklebones to ones made from plastic. On her return to the United States she wrote up her 
findings on Australian children’s play practices and on customs that continued from a century 
earlier, such as keeping autograph albums. Originally published in academic journals, these 
analyses were republished in 2005 as a collected volume accompanied by contextual and explan-
atory research essays.13 Together these pieces complement the raw data in the ACFC collection.

The Dorothy Howard Collection is a valuable resource for folklorists and historians. It is 
also interesting as a largely documentary collection held by a major museum, one of only 
a handful of collected archives held and managed along with Museums Victoria’s artefacts. 
The contents are an insight into the world of children in the mid twentieth century, often 
incorporating their voices and words as opposed to the adult and institutional voice. From 
the perspective of collection description and management, the records of this collection 
sit at the intersection of museums and archives, the items functioning simultaneously as 
artefacts and documents, many of which need to be understood as part of an interconnected 
network of schools and correspondents with Howard at its centre. It is therefore a collection 
which is ideally suited to the approach outlined in this article.
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Managing and documenting archives in Museums Victoria

Since the late 1970s, museums have shown an increasing interest in the archival collections 
held by their institutions. The emergence of the so-called ‘museum archives movement’ in the 
United States led to many long-standing institutions receiving funding and assigning resources 
to help them gain physical and intellectual control over distributed records.14 From the early 
1980s there have also been a number of publications which focus explicitly on the development 
of archival and recordkeeping programs in museums,15 these produced alongside initiatives 
from professional associations, including the Society of American Archivists’ Museum Archives 
Roundtable, and the Standing Conference on Archives in Museums in the United Kingdom.16

But from the inception of the museum archives movement, the focus was on internal 
separation from other collections. The single-page draft guidelines produced at the first 
Conference on Museum Archives, held at the Smithsonian’s Belmont Conference Center in 
December 1979, specified the following: ‘The museum archives is a repository in which are 
preserved museum records … When practical the archives should be a separate department 
… The archives should be located in a separate and secure area of the museum.’17

Many museums now separate their archives physically and document them using dif-
ferent systems and standards.18 Museums Victoria is no exception. Following the estab-
lishment of a formal archives and records management program in 1998, the organisation 
began physically centralising many records, subsequently purchasing a licence for records 
management software in 1999–2000 to help document and manage these collections.19 Over 
the same period the museum invested heavily in the development of KE EMu (Knowledge 
Engineering’s Electronic Museum, now known simply as EMu),20 the collections manage-
ment software still used today to manage and describe the State Heritage Collection.

The distinction between the ‘museum’ and the ‘archives’ is not always clear, particularly in 
the case of documentary material, and is based more on provenance than format or descrip-
tive requirements. Field books are an example. When written by a museum staff member, 
field books usually become part of the institutional archives, while those produced by external 
naturalists and anthropologists are kept as part of the State Heritage Collection.21 Similarly, 
as Dorothy Howard was not a museum staff member, her index cards and other field notes 
are not considered part of Museums Victoria’s archives, nor are they documented as such.

When the ACFC was formally established in 1979, the National Museum of Victoria 
(which merged with the Science Museum of Victoria in 1983 to form the Museum of Victoria, 
now Museums Victoria) had no archivists and no formal archival program. Although the 
Belmont conference included ‘acquired (non-institutional) records’22 in the remit of museum 
archives, Museums Victoria has focused its archival work primarily on organisational records; 
‘external’ collections like Dorothy Howard’s remained where they were. 

As a result, the Dorothy Howard material is documented in EMu as a collection of 
‘museum’ items (as are all ‘archival’ items in the State Heritage Collection at Museums 
Victoria), with some archival elements incorporated into the data structure. (While EMu has 
archives tabs and fields, these are currently not used by the museum.) Thirteen series have 
been identified as part of the ACFC, including Series 3, the Dorothy Howard Collection (HT 
8468). Within this are a number of ‘subseries’ (or child records in EMu terms), including 
Manuscript Files, 1954–55 (HT 8468.1) and Personal Correspondence (HT 8468.9), with 
individual items registered within those subseries (making them grand-child records).

However, though hierarchically linked as ‘parent–child’ records, series and subseries 
structures are not presented as part of online collection search, and information is repeated 
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at item level. For example, many items contain the same (or similar) information in their 
summary description, as shown in this text attached to a piece of correspondence:

One of a collection of letters describing a children’s games written to children’s Folklorist 
Dorothy Howard between 1954 and 1955. Dr Howard came to Australia in 1954–55 as an 
American Fulbright scholar to study Australian children’s folklore. She travelled across Australia 
for 10 months collecting children’s playground rhymes, games, play artefacts, etc. This letter, 
together with the other original fieldwork collected by Dr Howard during this period, is pre-
served in the Dorothy Howard Collection manuscript files, part of the Australian Children’s 
Folklore Collection (ACFC), Archive Series 3. The ACFC is an extensive collection document-
ing children’s folklore and related research.

Furthermore, this text is part of a summary created at page level (not attached to files or 
other recordkeeping units), isolating individual sheets of paper from their broader context 
and – from an archivist’s perspective – providing little understanding of collection  structure 
or original order. The description is therefore a mixture of parent–child records and item-
level description within EMu, and for online users the Dorothy Howard Collection appears 
as a large number of discrete item-level entries.

While museum collection management systems present challenges for archival descrip-
tion, they can also be used to capture a wealth of fielded data in ways often not supported 
by archival tools. The record for the transcribed letter from Frank Syaranamual (a quote 
from which opens this article) includes collection and acquisition information; author, 
addressee, creator and collector details; named organisations; physical description; and 
fields for classification, category, discipline and keywords.

EMu also supports the documentation of relationships between content. The descriptions 
of ‘Charades’ and ‘Dots’ from August 1954, featured on a single typed page, were initially 
collected by Dorothy Howard as handwritten letters from Syaranamual (aged 10) and Hazel 
Vost (aged 11). Both are in the collection,23 and have been linked to the typed page along 
with articles about the Australian Children’s Folklore Collection and Dorothy Howard.24

Each page can therefore be associated with a rich set of data, and the archival aggregates, 
item-level descriptions, authors and named organisations create numerous cross-references 
and relationships. However, such detail is rarely captured as part of the daily work of cat-
aloguers, and where such data exists it can be difficult to discern when viewed either as 
an archival hierarchy or as discrete museum records. In the case of the Dorothy Howard 
Collection, the authors and their colleagues recognised an opportunity to not only digitise 
the collection and record this information, but also to explore the potential of network 
visualisation tools as a means for representing this relational data.

Enhancing and visualising the Dorothy Howard Collection

In late 2014 a $20,000 grant was received from the McCoy Seed Fund to extend documen-
tation, access and insight into the ACFC, with a particular focus on the Dorothy Howard 
Collection. The Fund is a joint initiative between the University of Melbourne and Museums 
Victoria to foster innovative and high-impact collaborative research projects, leveraging the 
strengths of the two partners to build scholarship based on Museums Victoria’s collections.

The project was guided by an inter-agency committee under the leadership of coordi-
nating investigator Gavan McCarthy, Director of the eScholarship Research Centre (ESRC). 
Its interconnected aims were to:
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•  demonstrate how innovative documentation systems, visualisation tools and other 
technologies can enhance collections held by institutions;

•  make collections more discoverable and understandable to researchers and wider users;
•  demonstrate the potential of visualisations as a means by which to explore, and poten-

tially access, collection data;
•  provide the foundations for future researchers to navigate and analyse the complex 

relationships between creators, themes and places in the Dorothy Howard Collection;
•  contribute to the ongoing development of the visualisation and database technologies 

involved.

Intensive curatorial work was undertaken by Georgia Knight, who worked closely with 
Collection Information Management Systems project officer Christina Giatsios to identify 
data standards and maximise the use of bulk loading to rationalise data inputs. The close 
teamwork between curatorial and information systems staff was key to the success of the 
project, ensuring high data quality and streamlined processes throughout.

The McCoy grant work on the Dorothy Howard Collection included registration to 
individual document level, description, contextual research, images, keywords and cross-ref-
erenced Subjects and Parties (people, organisations). Among the project’s achievements 
was the uploading of thousands of orphan images to EMu and the physical rehousing of 
the entire Dorothy Howard Collection of 4600 documents to museum best practice. At the 
conclusion of the project, a total of 7732 EMu catalogue and multimedia records had been 
created, 711 EMu catalogue records had been enhanced and 539 new catalogue records 
were released to Collections Online (<http://collections.museumvictoria.com.au/>), pro-
viding digital access to large numbers of individual documents in ACFC for the first time. 
In addition, 481 EMu party records (for people and organisations) had been created, and 
a total of 12,507 EMu records had been linked.

The research team knew that, once the data was captured, they wanted to visualise the 
content. For some time the ESRC has explored tools designed for this purpose, including 
the open-source Java desktop application Cytoscape (<http://www.cytoscape.org/>) and the 
ESRC’s own web services-based Contextual Network Explorer (ConneX: <https://connex.
esrc.unimelb.edu.au/#/>), which uses a Pyramid web application to construct graphs and 
a client-side interface written in AngularJS to visualise the results. While the former can 
produce visualisations from basic Excel spreadsheets and comma-separated values files, 
ConneX has been developed for archival data – specifically a form of Extensible Markup 
Language (XML) known as Encoded Archival Context – Corporate Bodies, Persons and 
Families (EAC-CPF).25 Though there have been some experiments with EAC-CPF in muse-
ums, including at the American Museum of Natural History,26 there are no established 
processes for converting EMu data to EAC-CPF and associated records.

Therefore, the project team decided to export data from EMu for import into the ESRC’s 
Online Heritage Resource Manager (OHRM), a standards-based contextual information 
management system based in Microsoft Access, which could then be used to create EAC-
CPF files for visualisation in ConneX as well as the more basic data required for Cytoscape. 
ESRC and Museums Victoria staff spent time working out a suitable cross-map between 
EMu and OHRM fields, and Nancy Ladas (Manager of Collection Information Systems at 
the museum) arranged exports of data from EMu as Excel files structured in a way which 
would facilitate import into the OHRM with only a small amount of manual manipulation. 

https://<http://collections.museumvictoria.com.au/>
https://<http://www.cytoscape.org/>
http://<https://connex.esrc.unimelb.edu.au/#/>
http://<https://connex.esrc.unimelb.edu.au/#/>
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Over the course of the project 1019 records (539 catalogue records and 480 party records) 
were exported to the OHRM, along with 2874 relationships.

Network visualisation

Understanding the complexity of the world through graphs – nodes connected by links, or 
relationships – has a history dating back to the work of Leonhard Euler in the early eight-
eenth century.27 In more recent years analyses of the Internet, social network theory and 
the idea of ‘small worlds’28 have all contributed to the use of networks to map and visualise 
the way people, groups, communities and other elements interconnect. Digital humanities 
scholars and practitioners have also explored the potential of network graphs and social 
network analysis while bringing humanistic understanding of the constructed nature of 
knowledge to their use and application, challenging notions of objectivity and working to 
reveal the biases inherent in algorithmically derived representations of data.29 Drawing on 
this prior scholarship, network graphs are viewed by the authors as another way of seeing, 
but one which is not necessarily more truthful simply because the method starts with the 
mathematical manipulation of data in place of a human encounter with text.

Alongside these social and cultural investigations has been the gradual emergence of net-
work-based views of cultural heritage collections. In the archival community Gavan McCarthy 
and Joanne Evans, Tom Lynch, and Daniel Pitti et al. have explored social and contextual net-
works as they relate to archives and archival description, including means for extracting and 
exposing these structures.30 As archivist and academic Joanna Sassoon writes, ‘archival think-
ing’ is a way of working where ‘the constituent parts of a cultural and physical landscape are 
part of a broader system. The broader system is a network of related entities interacting together 
with their non-living (physical, geographical and administrative) environment.’31 Museum and 
archaeological theorists Antonio Cordella, Fiona Cameron and Helena Robinson, Sarah Byrne 
et al. and Ian Hodder (among others) also explore the networks that exist between things in 
the world and how these relate to the structure and meaning of collections.32

In this project the ESRC used both ConneX and Cytoscape to develop comparable net-
work visualisations. A primary aim of these visualisations was to enable the collection to 
be seen as a whole, overcoming some of the limitations of catalogue interfaces, print guides 
and narrative descriptions. In the case of ConneX the same force-directed algorithm is used 
for all the dataset produced by the tool, establishing consistency and predictability of visual 
analysis. As ConneX only accepts EAC XML, a consistent data format standard, and uses 
a single algorithm, it is possible for the user to compare the outputs of different collections 
and develop their skills in reading these graphs. By completely restricting user enhancement 
of the network outputs (except through filters and colouring of nodes), ConneX limits the 
tendency of users to drift towards ‘infographics’ (i.e. message-directed visualisations) rather 
than focusing on understanding the relationship between the data and the algorithm.

When using Cytoscape the ESRC primarily uses the same approach, applying the yFiles 
Organic Layout Style:

The organic layout style is based on the force-directed layout paradigm. When calculating a 
layout, the nodes are considered to be physical objects with mutually repulsive forces, like, 
e.g., protons or electrons. The connections between nodes also follow the physical analogy and 
are considered to be springs attached to the pair of nodes. These springs produce repulsive or 
attractive forces between their end points if they are too short or too long. The layout algorithm 
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simulates these physical forces and rearranges the positions of the nodes in such a way that the 
sum of the forces emitted by the nodes and the edges reaches a (local) minimum.33

Though, as with all algorithmically generated representations of data, this results in a limited 
perspective – just one way of seeing out of many possibilities – force-directed layouts are 
useful starting points as they are designed to clearly represent complex networks, including 
knowledge networks.34

Aside from a basic visualisation of the Dorothy Howard Collection, key series within 
that collection, and Howard herself, the next step was to use ConneX to examine the doc-
umented collection down to item level. There is great value in seeing an entire collection 
in a single image, something impossible to achieve in any meaningful way using text, lists 
of content, indexes or other representational methods. Used in this way, network graphs 
are a means by which to view and understand the structure of the collection itself, as doc-
umented by collection metadata. Other types of visualisations – maps, timelines or images 
derived from textual analysis – were beyond the scope of this project. The records have not 
been transcribed or put through optical character recognition processes; and, even if this 
additional level of data had been available, these other visualisation methods would focus 
on the content of the records themselves at the expense of the structure of the collection.

The print format of this article limits the utility of showing what are in some cases large 
and complex visualisations. As a consequence, only a small number of figures have been 
included in the following section.

Figure 1 utilises the relationship data from the EAC-CPF records to visualise the Dorothy 
Howard Collection (indicated), and the five groups of records that make up Series 3 (circled):

•  Manuscript Files, 1954–55;
•  Personal Correspondence, 1954–55;
•  Publications by Dorothy Howard, 1937–69;
•  Poetry and Creative Writing by Dorothy Mills (Howard) and her pupils;
•  Interviews and Lectures, 1954–55.

The largest of these ‘subseries’, circled in the top left corner of Figure 1, is Manuscript 
Files, 1954–55, which contains 456 documents, shown as the large mass of nodes between 
it and Dorothy Howard, whose node is – not surprisingly – at the centre of the network.

Even with comparatively basic visualisations such as these where structure and con-
nectedness are evident, some humanities scholars may find them alien and impenetrable. 
Extracting meaning can require interpretation, which in turn requires training and familiar-
ity before people become confident and fluent in their use.35 For example, though centrality, 
node size and clustering can all be understood as expressions of the impact and significance 
of particular nodes within the broader network, sometimes the resulting image may initially 
appear counterintuitive. In Figure 1, the Dorothy Howard Collection (indicated) is much 
smaller than Howard’s large central node. While the collection’s centrality suggests (quite 
rightly) that it has connections to all ‘sides’ of the graph, it is dwarfed by Howard’s node 
because the collection is only connected directly to a small number of entities – the series it 
contains, and Howard – and not to all the items within those series. These are second-order 
relationships and therefore not considered when calculating node size.

Interpretative problems become even greater when the full network is revealed, as shown 
in Figure 2 (produced using Cytoscape). Here the nodes are a uniform size with centrality 
a key indicator.
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Figure 1.  Force-directed visualisation of the dorothy howard collection, created using conneX. 
escholarship research centre, 2016.

Figure 2.  Force-directed visualisation of the dorothy howard collection, created using cytoscape. 
escholarship research centre, 2017.
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Once again, the Dorothy Howard node is at the centre of the network (indicated by the 
star), surrounded by an inner ring of nodes mostly representing documents and a small 
number of people. When viewed in colour, people appear as purple, documents as light 
blue, organisations as dark blue and collection elements in green. The majority of ‘people’ 
nodes are on the outer edges of the network, such as those in the rectangle included as part 
of Figure 2. Howard had a large number of correspondents, but only a few with whom she 
exchanged more than one or two letters. Closer in are the schools with which she worked, 
for example Errol Street Primary School (circled), which is related to 42 documents in the 
collection. Clicking on the school reveals these documents (shown in yellow in Figure 3). 
However, Howard is not connected directly to either her correspondents or to organisa-
tions. Their connection is via documents – the archival items – sent by people or containing 
elements of children’s folklore observed at particular schools.

Although this type of network graph (colloquially known as a ‘hairball’) is dense, it is 
still possible to discern structure, particularly when explored in colour on a screen, allow-
ing the user to zoom in and out of each node to see labels and connections in detail. Such 
network graphs of ‘small worlds’ also tend to be relatively consistent in having a small 

Figure 3. Force-directed visualisation of the dorothy howard collection, with errol street primary school 
and related nodes highlighted, created using cytoscape. escholarship research centre, 2017.
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number of highly connected nodes and a large number of nodes with only a few connections.  
Table 1 shows the top 28 nodes in terms of connectedness. Dorothy Howard has over 
1100 relationships to other nodes in the network, but by the third node connectedness has 
reduced by an order of magnitude. Not shown in this table are the 453 items which have 
fewer than five relationships, including 328 with only one relationship.

Further work is required to see if this network, and others like it, have generalisable dis-
tributions, and to determine the amount of variation between networks. It is also important 
to note the distinction here between collection-centred networks and networks designed to 
capture general social relationships. In the context of children’s folklore, this may include 
connections formed by site visits, the collection of photographs and artefacts, and the 
circulation of correspondence and related material. While many of the people involved 
may have other connections – whether by professional association or shared familial and 
friendship groups – these are not documented.

Folklore archives

When considering the broader implications of this work, collections of folklore are a poten-
tially rich source of material for researchers who want to navigate and analyse the complex 
relationships that exist between documents and their context.

Folklore research includes a long tradition of creating and working with archives, one 
which folklorist Janet C Gilmore suggests is ‘almost as old as the field of Western European 
archiving itself ’.36 While Gilmore’s claim looks like over-reach, when Dorothy Howard 

Table 1. number of relationships to each entity, for entities with five or more relationships.

Identifier Name R/ships
e057181 dorothy howard 1103
e000002 series 3 – Manuscript Files, 1954–55 457
e102676 double view Government primary school 106
e102675 east camberwell Girls’ secondary school (college) 102
e102660 collier Government primary school 78
e099224 unidentified 55
e000005 series 3 – personal correspondence, 1954–95 54
e102678 errol street primary school 42
e103320 clayfield college 33
e102673 carlisle Government primary school 25
e103036 ceduna higher primary school 24
e102683 east Fremantle Government primary school 21
e000004 series 3 – publications by dorothy howard, 1937–69 20
e102696 George s. Browne 15
e103276 cherry Gardens school 13
e000003 series 3 – poetry & creative Writing by dorothy howard and her pupils 8
e093909 charles p. Mountford 7
e102687 Brian sutton-smith 7
e103029 A.G. paull 7
e103640 coromandel valley state school 7
e104068 Glenys henderson 7
e000001 dorothy howard collection 6
e103053 t.L. robertson 6
e103165 christine Brown 6
e000006 series 3 – interviews & Lectures, 1954–55 5
e103344 patricia Watson 5
e103904 Brenda hope 5
e104013 pat Wingrove 5
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travelled to Australia (and more than 25 years before the museum archives movement) the 
management of these collections had become a prominent topic in the field. Symposium 
II at the prominent Four Symposia on Folklore (1953) was dedicated to archiving folklore, 
leading the chair of the first session, Maud Karpeles, to conclude: ‘Personally I found it 
extraordinarily cheering and stimulating to learn that the archiving of folklore is a very 
special and thrilling activity and is not the dull detection of dead things.’37

Subsequent to the symposia, the awareness that there was a need for more consistent 
practice led to a US journal, The Folklore and Folk Music Archivist,38 with a 10-year print 
run (1958–68). By the 1980s, just as many American museums were starting to develop 
archival programs for the first time, folklorist Joseph C Hickerson noted, ‘as fieldwork is a 
folklorist’s basic tool, so is archiving’.39

Furthermore, since the late 1960s, structure and context have played an important role 
in the understanding of folkloric ‘items’ (here using that term in reference to individual 
tales, songs and sculptures, not to their documentation or material collection components). 
As folklorist Dan Ben-Amos wrote in his influential piece ‘Toward a Definition of Folklore 
in Context’:

folklore is not thought of as existing without or apart from a structured group. It is not a phe-
nomenon sui generis. No matter how defined, its existence depends on its social context, which 
may be either a geographic, linguistic, ethnic, or occupational grouping.40

In locating individual records as part of a visualised network of related entities (including 
schools, which fit with the idea of the ‘small group’ as the context of folklore, championed 
by Ben-Amos), the approach taken also retains an interest in the record as text. That is, the 
items are placed in their sociocultural context while retaining their status as documents 
with relationships to other documents in an archival sense.41 Combining text and context 
in this way is a small step toward spanning the division between the two.42

Use of network graphs for folklore collections is not new. As Timothy R Tangherlini 
points out in his introduction to a recent special issue of the Journal of American Folklore 
on ‘computational folkloristics’, there is a proliferation of such images used to analyse many 
different types of interconnected data, contributing to the development of the ‘Folklore 
Macroscope’. Tangherlini sees this as ‘a study environment that allows researchers to explore 
folklore data at varying levels of engagement’.43 But such work depends on well-structured 
data, something which can rarely be taken as a given. As noted in the introduction, the 
purpose of our investigation was not to undertake substantial analysis, but to develop the 
conditions under which such analyses become possible.

Project outcomes and future possibilities

As a result of the McCoy-funded project outlined in this article, Museums Victoria now has 
a highly developed process for documenting and physically managing archival collections. 
The level of resources required for intensive archival documentation in EMu has been 
determined; and an initial (though manual) process for mapping and exporting data from 
EMu into the OHRM has been established. Importantly, EMu has been identified as an 
appropriate environment for storing and managing detailed data on collections. While the 
OHRM provides an EAC-CPF export for ConneX, the system was not used to add data to 
that already existing in EMu. Future projects will likely explore means for visualising data 
directly out of EMu; and some initial discussion has taken place regarding the availability 
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of ConneX for Museums Victoria use, though it is likely adapting the tool would require 
additional funding.44

However, as this project has highlighted, whatever tools are in place, the data required to 
produce effective network visualisations is rarely available as part of collection documen-
tation. Much of this study was spent on enhancing existing data, creating new content and 
capturing relationships, all with the aim of visualising the results (as well as making content 
available online via the museum’s more established digital channels). While some items 
and collections include relational information, it is often either sparse and inconsistent, or 
stored in narrative text fields, making it difficult to access and parse.

The initial outcomes of the project highlight the value of undertaking such work, at least 
for high-use collections. For example, the ability to see the collection as a whole, and within 
that structure to quickly identify schools where a large amount of content was collected, 
or where very little activity occurred, highlights structural elements of the data which are 
difficult to see clearly via other means. Similarly, the potential to view Dorothy Howard and 
her correspondents (and, by extension, correspondence) as relational networks centred on 
Howard herself provides a new perspective on her work in 1954–55, revealing the structures 
of a self-contained network constructed through the gathering of children’s folklore texts, 
images and artefacts.

Among the projects aims, noted earlier, was to contribute to the ongoing development of 
the technologies involved. Using ConneX to analyse the collection data highlighted known 
constraints of that tool. Most significantly, the reliance on EAC-CPF records without ref-
erence to Encoded Archival Description (EAD) records – in this case, documents – meant 
that only seven nodes were seen as ‘connected’ with 472 nodes seen as ‘unconnected’, which 
in the version of ConneX available meant that they were not expressed. These latter are, in 
fact, well connected into the network, but only via items. For example, Carlisle Government 
Primary School is linked to 21 documents and four articles, but though these items are 
themselves related to other people and organisations – including Dorothy Howard – and 
a more direct relationship can therefore be inferred, ConneX treats this school’s node as 
‘unconnected’. That is, it is not directly connected to a person or another organisation. Owing 
to this, the Cytoscape visualisations, though not as interactive, provided additional insight. 
The project therefore provided evidence that the further development of ConneX as a tool 
for examining item-rich (rather than context-rich) datasets is both feasible and worthwhile.

Further research is required in other areas too, if the potential of these early findings 
is to be realised. For example, the structures revealed by network visualisations could be 
used as part of checking data quality and identifying outliers, or as a means for reveal-
ing and inferring new data relationships, some of which could then be captured in EMu. 
Other possibilities include: the use of network graphics as part of collection navigation and 
exploration, as seen with the Provisualizer on the recently updated Public Record Office 
Victoria website (<https://www.prov.vic.gov.au/explore-collection-soil>); as an integrated 
part of displays in exhibition spaces; or in conjunction with research platforms like those 
provided by the Humanities Networked Infrastructure Virtual Laboratory (<https://huni.
net.au/-/search>). The significant data enrichment work completed as part of this project, 
and the additional material now available online (and, as a consequence, via the Collections 
application programming interface, or API, available at <https://collections.museumvictoria.
com.au/developers>) makes the Howard data available to other researchers who can analyse 
and visualise aspects of the collection using their chosen tools.

http://<https://www.prov.vic.gov.au/explore-collection-soil>
http://<https://huni.net.au/-/search>
http://<https://huni.net.au/-/search>
http://<https://collections.museumvictoria.com.au/developers>
http://<https://collections.museumvictoria.com.au/developers>
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Crowdsourcing remains a rich opportunity for future documentation of the ACFC, 
although the plan to crowdsource data enhancement during the project could not be under-
taken in view of the high level of resources used to create quality EMu data and the lack of 
suitable technology through Museums Victoria’s Collections Online. Fortunately, intensive 
curatorial work during the project produced more and higher-quality data than anticipated.

Further opportunities for work after the end of this project include the linking of the data 
to the Childhood, Tradition and Change Australian Research Council project undertaken 
in 2007–10, during which scholars from the University of Melbourne, Deakin University 
and Curtin University, in association with the National Library of Australia and Museums 
Victoria, collaborated to produce the first national account of continuity and change in 
Australian children’s playlore since Dorothy Howard’s work in the 1950s. The data from 
that project is also held in the OHRM, and analysis of changes across place and time using 
the visualisation tool presents a rich opportunity for research.

The project clearly underlines the potential research value of establishing relationships 
between otherwise isolated datasets. Other Australian studies of childhood which remain 
isolated include research by Peter Lindsay and Denise Palmer in Queensland in 1975–76, 
covering 21 Brisbane primary schools and observing nearly 5000 children. Potential interna-
tional connections include Dorothy Howard records held at the Albin O Kuhn Library at the 
University of Maryland, Baltimore County, Texas and the University Libraries at the University 
of North Texas, as well as international collections such as the British Library, which holds 
a significant collection of children’s folklore within the Opie Collection of Children’s Games 
and Songs and the Children’s Playground Games and Songs in the New Media Age collection.

Finally, as noted above, there are extensive folklore archives around the world, many 
now as old as, or older than, the Dorothy Howard Collection. Documentary records and 
artefacts are combined, with folkloric practice heavily reliant on understanding and trac-
ing the interrelations of texts, contexts, people, groups, events and locations through time. 
The possibilities for combining new approaches to collection documentation with network 
visualisation in support of such research are substantial.

Conclusions

The Australian Children’s Folklore Collection, and within it the Dorothy Howard Collection, 
have been recognised as internationally significant. In their combination of archival records, 
artefacts and contextual information, they are also a rich resource through which to explore 
the requirements of expanded collection documentation and network visualisation.

The McCoy Seed Fund proof-of-concept project was a first attempt to look at the require-
ments and possibilities of such work. The resulting network graphs were useful starting 
points, highlighting structures and networks which are difficult to see via other means, but 
requiring more analysis and work before they can be used in other ways. They are therefore, 
as cultural heritage technologist Mia Ridge has put it: ‘an outcome of an exploratory pro-
cess’, but ‘not necessarily the best way to present the final product’45 (whatever that product 
might be). Perhaps most significantly, the project demonstrated the large amount of data 
enhancement and capture required to support such an approach, and confirmed some of 
the known limitations of the systems and tools used. These were valuable insights which, 
through the combined expertise of museum staff, archivists and historians, revealed new 
ways of looking at collections, archives and folklore material, and laid important foundations 
for future collaborations.
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