
Implementing the next generation 
repository with digital humanities  
in mind

St. Edward’s University is a private, liberal arts Roman Catholic university 
with approximately 5,000 undergraduate and graduate students. 
Located in Austin, Texas, it has a network of partner universities around 
the world. 

Pongracz Sennyey is the Library Director of the Scarborough-Phillips 
Library at St Edward’s. He holds an MA in Library and Information 
Science from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 

Pongracz recently selected Figshare for Institutions to fulfill two 
requirements for the library. Firstly, he and his team were looking for a 
cloud-based solution to host a next generation institutional repository. 
Secondly, they needed a space to hold the data of various sizes and 
formats generated by research and digital humanities projects. 

A new, emerging role for libraries

For Pongracz, the selection of Figshare for Institutions and the move to 
the cloud is integral to the evolution of the library. He comments: “I see 
the curation of data in the broadest sense as being a new, emerging role 
for libraries. I am trying to treat both the faculty and the projects in 
which they engage the students as things worth curating. It may only be 
for a limited period of time but I want the library to be involved in that.” 

The type of data to be curated depends on the project. Pongracz gives 
two specific but very different examples. In one, there is a faculty 
member who is collecting atmospheric data. This data describes 
concentrations of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. It is raw data that 
he is making available for use by a global community of scholars. 

The second type of project is very different. It is a digital humanities 
project on the evolution of a neighbourhood in Austin, Texas.  
“The lecturer and the students are collecting demographic data,  
photos, videos, public transportation routing data, and that data  
varies from JPEG to raw data,” he says. 

Collecting and curating data

Funded by an internal research grant, the project is being led by a 
sociologist named Rachel Neal. Dr Neal offers a class every semester  
and she would like to document how this neighbourhood is changing in 
terms of the economics, demographics and support provided by the city, 
and other cultural shifts and changes. 

Pongracz identifies the potential of carefully curating such a project. “It does 
provide Dr Neal with an opportunity to write an article or even a book,” 
he says. “By working with the students, a professor can build up a data 
stream which gives new insights to warrant a publication. This is a critical 
aspect in a professor’s life at a liberal arts college where there is such an 
emphasis on teaching, that lecturers have little time for so much research.”
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“I see the curation of data in 
the broadest sense as being a 
new, emerging role for 
libraries.”

“The move to Figshare to host 
this cloud-based repository at 
St Edwards is in line with a 
growing trend across campus 
to move key applications into 
the cloud.”

Moving into the cloud
Figshare was not the library’s first attempt at creating a cloud-based 
repository for such projects. Previously, Pongracz and his team looked at 
implementing an open-source system based on Fedora Commons but 
they realized they did not have the technical resources necessary to 
implement and sustain such a complex project in-house. 

Pongracz comments: “It was going to be a combination of Fedora 
Commons with Islandora, but the problem was that development 
schedules of these open source solutions, which depend on each other, 
were incongruent. There is a new version of Fedora coming out, Fedora 
4.0, but the front end solution would not be compatible with this new 
release.” 

Pongracz’s technical resource comprises a team of only three IT 
professionals, namely a head of library systems, a front end developer 
and a back end developer. He comments: “There were so many 
dependencies here (around implementing Fedora Commons), my crew 
said this does not makes sense. We are too small a shop to do this. We 
need to look instead for a cloud-based solution where these 
development issues would, in essence, be outsourced.” 

He continues: “The worry is that in-house development would take up all 
the team’s bandwidth when they have a series of other projects to worry 
about. They cannot afford any more than 30% of their time on this 
project.”

Strengths beyong ease of implementation
The move to Figshare to host this cloud-based repository at St Edwards 
is in line with a growing trend across campus to move key applications 
into the cloud. 

Pongracz says that Figshare for Institutions has strengths beyond ease of 
implementation and an agile development cycle. “Its user interface looks 
very good,” he says. “The ability to customize that user interface to the 
needs of the library and the teaching departments is also very important. 
We also think the support for CC-BY licenses for content publication and 
reuse is critical.”

Pongracz is also impressed by Figshare’s provision for on-site and 
external hosting. “Figshare for Institutions is the application layer,  
in the longer term we are aiming to host the data locally on-site. In the 
transition period it will be on Amazon S3,” he says. 

The future of libraries
Pongracz finishes on a strategic note. He believes that making the 
business case for the partnership with Figshare is about the future  
of libraries. “Libraries in the digital age need to re-invent themselves,  
and I am approaching this project with Figshare as an experiment. The 
libraries in liberal arts colleges should provide the platform and curation 
for digital humanities, not so much research informatics which has less 
traction in these colleges.”
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