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PEDAGOGY AND INSTRUCTION
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A Collaborative Approach
to Urban Cultural Studies
and Digital Humanities
Benjamin Fraser and Jolanda-Pieta van Arnhem

INTRODUCTION
This chapter will respond simultaneously to three different forces that are
influencing the development of humanities research: (1) urban cultural
studies, (2) the digital humanities, and (3) collaborative research and practice. Because of the interdisciplinary nature of each of these forces—and
because of the need to work both at the theoretical and the practical levels here—each is introduced concisely as a way of preparing the road for
what is to follow. This will be necessary to understand both the disciplinary misperceptions as well as the interdisciplinary potential inherent in the
implemented project: namely, a graduate class conducted during the spring
semester of 2014 at the College of Charleston.
The course, titled “SPAN 630: Digital Humanities Project: Madrid’s
Gran Vía through Visual Culture,” was supplemented by the strategic use
of collaboration between a librarian and language and literature faculty
interested in exploring best practices and practical applications for implementing digital humanities methods for research and teaching in the
classroom. This effort anticipated the Association of College and Research
Libraries’ (ACRL’s) call for broader collaborations between library and
information professionals with the wider academic community to “redesign assignments and curricula to create more coherent information literacy programs.”1 It also enabled the library’s Digital Scholarship and
Services Department’s first real effort to affect program development
alongside campus faculty and use library instructional materials in the
151

152 | Laying the Foundation

classroom in a way that is more deeply and directly interwoven into the
curriculum and to the faculty instructor’s approach to objectives and
competencies.
A number of pedagogical and ethical considerations required research
prior to selecting the content management system (CMS) and designing
course assignments, instructional activities, and final exhibit requirements, including best practices for permission, fair use, copyright, and
Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) requirements. Student and faculty technological skill sets and familiarity with digital humanities scholarship also required evaluation in order to determine the types
of library instruction that were required to facilitate the project. Stanford
University Library provides ample resources dedicated to issues of copyright and fair use. The “Proposed Educational Guidelines on Fair Use” provided helpful information on creating multimedia projects and were used
to craft a syllabus statement to inform project authors of their responsibilities when finding media for digital projects. The statement outlines student
expectations to research and determine the copyright status of materials
prior to uploading assignments in the class exhibit or to provide signed
permission or consent forms if required.2
Based on Cathy Davidson’s valuable post on legalities and practicalities
in “Public Blogs and Video in the Classroom and FERPA Compliance,” on
the Humanities, Arts, Science, and Technology Alliance and Collaboratory
(HASTAC) blog, a sample “Release of Course Materials for Public Availability and Faculty Use of Student Work” form was developed.3 Further discussions were held with the college’s institutional review board (IRB) to
seek guidance on college research policies, procedures, and best practices
related to the public distribution of student work. As a result, the following
best practices guidelines were developed for faculty and library collaborative digital humanities projects:
1.

Students may opt out of publishing their work.

2.

Students may elect to publish using an alias (pseudonym).

3.

Students maintain ownership of the work created in the course.

4.

Assignments (items) included in the class exhibit are licensed under
a Creative Commons license (specifically CC BY-NC 4.0/attributionnoncommercial 4.0 International).

5.

Students are informed and consent to exhibit curation.
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This means that the final appearance of assignments on the student exhibition site is subject to approval by the professor and that individual items or
entire exhibits may be taken down for reasons related to quality and appropriateness as well as the future direction of the project as a whole. Additionally, exhibits become part of the library digital collections at the college and these exhibits are collectively licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License to
guard against inadvertent derivatives of student work by third parties.
The syllabus statement, permissions template, and best practices were
created in an effort to inform students and guide faculty considerations
when working with students on digital projects published on the web. To
ensure student materials are exhibited by permission, participating students are required to complete and turn in to their instructor a “Release of
Course Materials for Public Availability and Faculty Use of Student Work”
form customized to include specific course information, assignments, and
exhibit information for the course. The instructor must deliver a copy of
the signed consent forms from all students to the library before the exhibit
will be made public.
To proceed with the project, it was important to identify the appropriate content management system for the project. WordPress and Omeka
are both open-source CMS platforms commonly used in digital humanities projects. Both platforms offer self-hosted and hosted options. WordPress provides a blogging environment with information presented in
reverse chronological order and static pages that can be used to create an
online exhibit. Omeka, developed by the Center for History and New Media
(CHNM) at George Mason University, is a CMS and web publishing platform
designed for scholarly digital collections and exhibits that uses Dublin Core
metadata standards to catalog, organize, curate, and display digital exhibits
and collections.4 Anthony Bushong and David Kim discuss the importance
of the use of Dublin Core metadata and compare Omeka to WordPress noting that “this additional layer helps to establish proper source attribution,
standards for description and organization of digital resources—all important aspects of scholarly work in classroom settings but often overlooked
in general blogging platforms.”5 Since one of the goals of the course was
to introduce students to the field of digital humanities and creating digital
scholarly online exhibits, Omeka was selected as the CMS for the project.

154 | Laying the Foundation

Once the platform had been selected, the library installed a locally hosted
instance of Omeka 2.0 with the Neatline plug-in. The self-hosted, Omeka.org
version of the software was selected over the hosted, Omeka.net version in
order to allow the library to expand Omeka’s capabilities and customize the
Omeka installation by adding additional themes and plug-ins. The self-hosted
installation of Omeka shown in Figure 1 also allowed the library to have more
control over space limitations and overall functionality, which is more limited
when using the hosted version from Omeka.net. Neatline was also installed in
order to facilitate, as described by Iman Salehian, a space-based counternarrative to the more static, gallery-style online exhibit of class assignments.6

Figure 1. College of Charleston Libraries–hosted Omeka site for academic research
projects and online exhibits.

The overall goal of the collaborative partnership between librarian and
language and literature faculty was to pilot a semester-long digital humanities project with assignments tailored to a specific discipline in order to
thread discipline-specific content with information literacy skills development. This skills development was based on the ACRL Information Literacy
Competency Standards for Higher Education Task Force recommendations
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in order to help students “be successful academically and in the workplace
of the future.”7 A second goal of the collaboration was to expose students
to digital humanities methods and research and provide hands-on project
experience in an effort to help students better understand the emerging
interdisciplinary field. A third goal of the project was to develop a better
understanding of how to scaffold course assignments and library instruction that could be adapted in other language contexts as well as other interdisciplinary undergraduate and graduate courses in order to promote independent student learning. The fourth goal of the project was to provide an
in situ experience for library faculty to develop, assess, and evaluate the
pilot in order to create educational materials for online exhibit building and
interactive mapping projects to add to the library’s Digital Scholarship and
Services Department’s growing list of digital humanities tools and instructional services offered to faculty and students at the College of Charleston.
(The implication throughout is that this type of endeavor can be adapted to
other language contexts as well as undergraduate classes in which students
become the producers of digital content while preserving the cultural critique that has long been the hallmark of humanities disciplines.)
During the course, library instruction was created and course assignments were revised as needed in order to facilitate student learning as each
step of the process unfolded. To introduce students to digital humanities,
an instructional guide was created using Springshare’s LibGuide platform.
In the spirit of the digital humanities collaborative process, much of this
instruction was adapted from Creative Commons sources and delivered via
a Library Digital Humanities Research Guide shown in Figure 2, largely
adapted from “A Guide to Digital Humanities,” from the Center for Scholarly
Communication and Digital Curation at Northwestern University Library8
and The CUNY Digital Humanities Resource Guide from CUNY Academic
Commons.9 The guide included numerous resources for getting started with
digital humanities; introduced relevant vocabulary; discussed pedagogical
implications for teaching, research, and publication; provided additional
resources on finding books and journal articles at the library as well via
open-access repositories; noted prominent centers; included additional
resources for digital humanities tools and tutorials; and advised students of
methods and tools for keeping up with digital humanities news and events
and continuing their professional development in the interdisciplinary field.
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Figure 2. College of Charleston Libraries Digital Humanities Research Guide created using the Springshare LibGuide content management system.

In addition to the introductory guide on digital humanities, an additional instructional guide and related educational materials on using
Omeka and Neatline were created for students. Figure 3 illustrates the
course guide, which provided an overview of Omeka, discussed hosted and
self-hosted options, and introduced students to interactive mapping. The
guide also facilitated discussion about copyright, fair use, and permission
considerations in regards to publicly accessible digital humanities projects.
Students were provided information on how to log in to the library-hosted
Omeka site, an introduction to permissions associated with their accounts,
and step-by-step tutorials on how to upload items, add metadata, associate
items with the class collection, and add pages to the class exhibit. To support the multimedia requirements required for course assignments, a third
instructional guide was created to assist students with video and audio production techniques and introduce them to using video and audio production
tools. All of these guides were licensed under a Creative Commons license.
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Figure 3. The College of Charleston Libraries Omeka Instructional Guide provides
tips, tutorials, and recommendations for using Omeka to publish online multimedia exhibits, digital heritage collections, and research projects.

In the remainder of this chapter, we will first trace the methodological
background that figured into the course design and content of SPAN 630
(the “Approaching the Urban, Digitally” section). The emphasis here is on
introducing the general reader to disciplinary shifts that have unfolded
at a broad scale in recent decades, but which are not necessarily tied to
library and information science. Next, in the “Practical Scale: Students
as DH Producers in the Language Classroom” section, we consider the
practical considerations that required the course to meet a divergent set of
pedagogical and instructional goals. As part of this discussion, attention
is given to the issue of language of instruction, which is often perceived as
a barrier to DH collaboration across language areas—but which need not
be so perceived. In the final section, “Interdisciplinarity, Urban Cultural
Studies, and the Digital Environment,” we return to the interest in Lefebvre among faculty in Library and Information Science10 in order show
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how his understanding of interdisciplinarity can reinvigorate an urban
approach to digital humanities work.
APPROACHING THE URBAN, DIGITALLY
Because readers may not be familiar with what goes by the name of “urban
cultural studies,” it makes sense to begin there. We use the term here to
invoke a particular fusion of the concerns of both (1) urban studies and (2)
cultural studies. It is necessary to point out that although interest crossing
each of these areas is on the rise in certain circles, generally speaking such
interest is still very much in the margins of disciplinary conversations that
continue to dominate the scholarly landscape. Urban studies as a discipline
has traditionally leaned away from the humanities and toward the social sciences and the sciences: urban planning, economics, political economy, sociology, geography, anthropology, architecture, and so on. As an example we
take to be representative, consider a paper published as recently as 2010. In
“What Is ‘Urban Studies’: Context, Internal Structure and Content,” an article from the Journal of Urban Affairs, the authors name seven constitutive
subfields: (1) urban sociology, (2) urban geography, (3) urban economics,
(4) housing and neighborhood development, (5) environmental studies, (6)
urban governance, politics and administration, and finally (7) urban planning, design, and architecture.11 One should note that culture is not specifically mentioned in this list. Moreover, it is necessary to point out that even
within the subfields of urban sociology and urban geography that are indeed
mentioned, there is still a pervasive and continuing split between qualitative (human, cultural) approaches and quantitative (statistical, economic)
approaches, an “internal” disciplinary division that recapitulates the wider
marginalization of humanities-centered cultural paradigms within interdisciplinary work crossing the humanities and the social sciences.
Of course, over a number of decades, a vocal minority of urban studies
theorists have turned increasingly toward culture as a way of understanding
the urban phenomenon. Chief among them, perhaps, is David Harvey, who
has consistently articulated a view of the urban that prioritizes the dialectical interaction between culture and space. Harvey’s work has drawn meaningfully from that of urban philosopher Henri Lefebvre, whose name also
enjoys recognition in certain academic circles.12 Furthermore, in the relatively newly articulated urban cultural studies paradigm expressed through
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the recent creation of the Journal of Urban Cultural Studies,13 this urban cultural studies tradition is blended with an emphasis on humanities-centered
definitions of culture—definitions that privilege “texts” such as literature,
film, music, and other cultural products. Directly appropriating the cultural
studies method as defined by pioneering scholar Raymond Williams, an
urban cultural studies method gives equal weight to the project (art) and the
formation (society) while considering such humanities texts to be crucial.14
This move is a corrective for the disciplinary tensions that have continued
to inform both the cultural studies paradigm as a whole and also the way in
which the social sciences have most often preferred to tackle the notion of
urban culture at a scale that excludes humanities texts themselves.15
Meanwhile, it should come as no surprise that there has been a sea
change in the humanities that concerns technological shifts, methodological consequences, and the rise of innovative digital research and teaching.16
The issue here, as above, has been that digital humanities work that crosses
the humanities and the social sciences divide, specifically, has tended to
privilege the humanities discourse of history over the artistic questions
of textual representation and representational structure that have generally informed literary studies—even in its nontraditional formulations (we
would include here incursions into film, graphic novels, popular music, and
so on). One need only look at three relatively recent volumes merging geography and the humanities in a digital paradigm to gain a sense of this continuing marginalization of artistic and broadly “literary” matters.17
It is significant that interdisciplinary collaboration figures into both
urban cultural studies and the digital humanities. Our judgment is that
although urban cultural studies collaboration is in its inception (that is,
at present, collaboration is implicit in the increased fusion of disciplinary concerns if not also explicit through the creation of unique projects
such as “hypercities” that call for collaboration between programmers and
cultural critics), in the digital humanities, on the other hand, collaborative work has rapidly become the norm. Kathleen Fitzpatrick’s landmark
study Planned Obsolescence18 has undoubtedly celebrated the death of the
individual author somewhat prematurely if not unnecessarily, but the fact
remains that collaborative work is gaining ground. Along with this new foothold in the academy comes a degree of respect that collaboration has not
enjoyed in humanities disciplines for some time. All this despite the unique
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circumstances present over the years in a number of scholarly digital labs,
for example, from the University of Virginia’s Speclab to the CulturePlex
Lab, headed by Juan Luis Suárez at the University of Western Ontario. We
believe that what makes the present chapter so timely and relatively unique
is that it investigates how a collaborative effort can unfold at a smaller scale,
outside of the designated (and often quite large) budgets that—whether
from grant funding, institutional funding, or some combination of both—
sustain such large-scale laboratories and creative digital workshops.19 With
this in mind, we assert the value of how a small-scale partnership between
a humanities faculty member and a librarian can speak at once to the interdisciplinary push and the collaborative spirit of both urban cultural studies
and digital humanities, while grounded in an institutional context that is
often left out of both of these discussions—the language classroom.
THE PRACTICAL SCALE: STUDENTS AS
DH PRODUCERS IN THE LANGUAGE CLASSROOM
The class “SPAN 630: Digital Humanities Project: Madrid’s Gran Vía
through Visual Culture” was conceived through discussions that brought
a faculty member from Hispanic Studies together with library faculty.
Because it boasts a diverse set of goals, the initial planning for SPAN 630
required some troubleshooting and some compromise if the digital component was to be realized in the course—goals that deserve our attention here.
First among them was meeting the expectations of the MEd program
in which the class was offered. Some explanation is in order. The typical
graduate student enrolled in College of Charleston’s master’s in education
degree program tends to be a full-time K–12 teacher at a public or private
school in one of the surrounding counties. The majority of the program’s
students are currently pursuing a concentration in Spanish—although an
undergraduate degree in Spanish is itself not required for entrance into the
program—and the program has historically focused also on attracting and
producing instructors of French and German. Although these students take
core courses taught in English on topics devoted to pedagogy and instruction, they simultaneously enroll in elective courses taught in the language of
their content area—the Spanish language, in the present case—and devoted
to a range of literary, filmic, and/or cultural topics. That is, faculty members from the Hispanic Studies Department who teach this class have the
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flexibility to develop course content to align with their own research interests. While there is currently no requirement to do so, it can be beneficial
for the students if the faculty member builds opportunities into the class
for students to continue to engage with issues of pedagogy and instruction.
This is due to the fact that, as noted above, these students tend to be practicing K–12 teachers who will likely continue in that profession after graduation from the MEd program.
Second among the goals of the course—and following from the description above—was the need to expose students to a given set of literary,
filmic, and/or cultural topics and evaluate their engagement with those
topics, dependent on the expertise of the individual faculty member teaching SPAN 630. In the case study presented here, students were exposed to
visual texts and works of art (a number of fiction films, a documentary, a
painting, a digital video installation) that focused on a single street in central Madrid, Spain. The creation of this street—named the Gran Vía—was a
major urban construction project of the early twentieth century that sought
to put the city of Madrid on par with other European capitals as emblematic of modernity. Although construction of the Gran Vía began in 1907,
the idea for the project itself dates to the nineteenth century and followed
up on other urban projects carried out in the center of Madrid, particularly the renovation of the Puerta del Sol area to the south from the 1860s
onward. As with the nineteenth-century urban reconstruction projects of
central Paris (Georges-Eugène Haussmann) and central Barcelona (Ildefons Cerdà), existing roads and buildings in the central area of the city were
demolished to make room for a wide urban artery that would symbolize the
city’s (and thus also the nation’s) entrance into European modernity. Drawing on a robust area of urban cultural studies criticism, this iteration of
SPAN 630 thus requires students to synthesize various disciplines through
readings, class presentations, and course assignments (including architecture, built environment, film, geography, literature, painting, philosophy,
and urban planning).20 Figure 4 illustrates the results of student efforts in
the form of an interactive map using Neatline, created to complement the
Gran Vía Madrid digital humanities Omeka exhibit.
Along with this second goal, several other factors demanded consideration. While expectations are clearly different for each group of students, it
must be stated from the outset that classes taught at the graduate level in
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Figure 4. The Gran Vía Madrid digital humanities interactive map created by students
in SPAN 630: Seminar in Hispanic Studies to complement the class Omeka exhibit.

Spanish are fundamentally similar to classes taught at the undergraduate
level in Spanish in one important respect. This is to say that the acquisition
of a second language may begin during a student’s undergraduate years, but
it necessarily continues at the graduate level. Students at the master’s level
need to continue to develop their skills in speaking, listening, and writing
in a second language at the same time that they engage in a higher level of
critical thinking and place more focus on their analytical abilities.
The third goal of the class in reality folds each of the above goals
together. This goal involves the digital humanities, and as such, may be
more carefully defined via mention of two related subgoals. Students must
first be introduced to the digital humanities as a concept. Although digital humanities is increasingly a component of higher education in general,
and although it does enjoy a significant presence in traditional language
and literature fields (Spanish, French, German, Russian, Arabic, Japanese,
etc.), Departments of Spanish (and perhaps also of Modern and Classical
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Languages in general) have more work to do to adapt to this changing academic landscape. Depending on whether faculty doing DH work have been
integrated into existing departmental structures in the language fields (their
presence seems to be more frequent in departments of English than in Foreign Language departments), it is not very likely that graduate and undergraduate students in the languages have been exposed to digital humanities
as a concept. In practice, this means that even at the graduate level, this
introduction to DH must be explicitly incorporated into SPAN 630 in order
to give students a more global understanding of digital work on which the
course can then build.
In our approach to SPAN 630, we thought the best solution was to
devote one class period early in the semester entirely to understanding
digital humanities in the most general sense. Because of language students’
relative lack of familiarity with digital methods, it was important that this
lesson be carried out in English. As part of the library instruction, students
were provided with an introduction to the field of digital humanities scholarship and its key concepts, scholars, methodologies, and tools. Students were
also introduced to resources for getting started with digital humanities, relevant vocabulary was explained, and pedagogical implications for teaching,
research, and publication were discussed. Since the course was largely composed of K–12 educators, it was also relevant to discuss how these students
could continue their professional development in this interdisciplinary field.
Students were instructed in copyright law and also introduced to the Creative Commons, learning to perform Creative Commons searches in order to
find shared and safely usable media for their projects, as illustrated in Figure
5. The team also introduced students to the fair use advocacy video hosting
site Critical Commons, which supports the “transformative reuse of media
in scholarly and creative contexts.”21 As part of this initial library instruction
session, students searched for Creative Commons images related to Gran
Vía, noted the license agreement, and downloaded a project-related image.
The students were then instructed on how to log in to the College of
Charleston–hosted Omeka installation shown in Figure 6, where each created an item in the class collection. At this point the students had their
first hands-on experience with descriptive metadata. The students were
also shown how to add a page to the class exhibit. Students were encouraged to make individual appointments or contact the librarian with specific
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Figure 5. The College of Charleston Libraries Omeka Instructional Guide provides
resources on copyright, fair use, and permission, and information on searching the
Creative Commons site to locate images and media for use in digital projects.

questions related to their own unique projects for one-on-one help, in an
effort to provide scaffolding for course assignments. These activities provided students with individual support as well as a theoretical, “big picture”
view of a digital humanities project and detailed, sequential experience in
beginning one. The importance of metadata is underscored by introducing
the importance of media licensing and intellectual property law as a piece
of metadata that cannot be separated from the media.
Building on the general introduction to DH work, students must next
be exposed to the specific way in which the digital has been incorporated
into the class. One way to express the central premise of DH work is to say
that students become active creators of content instead of passively digesting the research of others. This is not to say that previous work is unimportant, only that the expectations for students must shift somewhat. It may
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Figure 6. The user dashboard of the College of Charleston Libraries Omeka installation illustrates descriptive metadata for uploaded items.

even be said that, in a way, it is more demanding to ask students to create a
digital product that incorporates previous research than merely to ask that
they apply their received knowledge through traditional exams or papers.
In the case of SPAN 630, students were asked to create a series of written
papers, audio files, lesson plans featuring film clips, and even an original
narrated video, all in Spanish (with the exception of one product in English, to be discussed below). Dependent on student permission to post these
products online, the end goal was to use Omeka with a Neatline plug-in to
map the locations associated with these projects to an interactive digital
representation of the Gran Vía in Madrid, with linked and embedded audio,
video, and written content produced by the students in the class. The final
class exhibit with interactive timeline is shown in Figure 7.
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Figure 7. Students in SPAN 630: Seminar in Hispanic Studies reviewed a variety
of visual texts and collaborated with Professor Benjamin Fraser and library faculty
Jolanda-Pieta van Arnhem to create the Gran Vía Madrid digital humanities exhibit
and interactive map using Omeka and Neatline during spring 2014.

Readers may perceive that there are two (related) types of friction
involved in the work carried out as part of SPAN 630. One difficulty comes
from the issue of language: Spanish vs. English. This difficulty is notable at
two distinct levels. First, because this is a class that provides credit in a language area, students are expected to read, speak, write, and analyze texts in
Spanish. Because of the relative lack of materials published in Spanish and
focusing on digital humanities and motivated by the need to dialogue with
the digital humanities in a broadly institutional (i.e., necessarily Anglophone) context (discussed next), a certain friction exists between exposing
the class to materials in English and ensuring a focus on the development of
Spanish proficiency. Second, it is clear that—with very few exceptions—digital humanities have been institutionalized within the North American university as a largely Anglophone area. This is perhaps due to two causes that
are similarly related: (1) the relative lack of faculty trained in both language
and literature fields and also in DH projects, and (2) the fact that DH work
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is being positioned to capture the attention of constituencies whose primary language is English (university administrations, university students
as a whole, the public surrounding North American universities, etc.). At
this moment in time, these dynamics will (and perhaps should) necessarily
have an effect on any course that attempts to engage with digital humanities in the broadest sense. The second difficulty involved stems from the
addition of further competencies into a class that already has multiple and
somewhat competing goals (second language proficiency and development
of analytical skills/knowledge of content area). Under a banking-education
model of learning that is widespread but also widely critiqued,22 it would be
inauthentic to think that the number of competencies involved in the present iteration of SPAN 630 would not cause issues for the assimilation of
content. Our belief, however—one that is grounded in the educational paradigm shift that supports DH work and the “culture of makers” that accompanies it—is that, while seemingly challenging, the multiple competencies
of and interdisciplinarity of SPAN 630 as detailed here are advantages for
students, for teachers, and for the learning process as a whole. A similar
approach is supported by the ACRL framework, which encourages faculty
to “[h]elp students view themselves as information producers, individually
and collaboratively” by considering how students “interact with, evaluate,
produce, and share information in various formats and modes.”23 In addition, there is a close connection here between the multiple competencies
involved in SPAN 630 and the urban content of the class, in that the urban
phenomenon as an object of study is itself unavoidably interdisciplinary,
multifaceted, and complex.
INTERDISCIPLINARITY, URBAN CULTURAL STUDIES,
AND THE DIGITAL ENVIRONMENT
The methodological foundation of SPAN 630 draws on the interdisciplinary
understanding of the urban phenomenon as advanced by Henri Lefebvre
specifically. It is significant that Lefebvre is not unknown among librarians,
as is evident in the chapter by Gloria J. Leckie and Lisa M. Given titled
“Henri Lefebvre and Spatial Dialectics,” published in the edited volume
Critical Theory for Library and Information Science: Exploring the Social
from Across the Disciplines. There, the authors cogently present Lefebvre’s
theory of spatial production and conclude by pointing out that “[t]here are
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a number of scholars working in information-related fields (such as education, sociology, and other disciplines) who have drawn on Lefebvre’s ideas
to explore virtual spaces—an area of study that holds a great deal of promise
for future investigations within library and information science proper.” 24
Here, rather than repeating Leckie and Given’s valuable and still relevant
presentation of Lefebvre as a spatial theorist, we focus on the interdisciplinarity of his thought.
For Lefebvre, the compartmentalization and fragmentation of differing areas of knowledge were ideologically suspect.25 They were also dependent on a way of thinking that became institutionalized during the nineteenth century at the same time that practices of urban planning and city
environments were themselves being linked to capitalist exchange value.26
Connecting the urban phenomenon to his discussion of knowledge formation more generally, Lefebvre writes that
[e]very specialized science cuts from the global phenomenon a
“field,” or “domain”, which it illuminates in its own way. There
is no point in choosing between segmentation and illumination.
Moreover, each individual science is further fragmented into
specialized subdisciplines. Sociology is divided up into political
sociology, economic sociology, rural and urban sociology, and
so forth. The fragmented and specialized sciences operate analytically: they are the result of an analysis and perform analyses
of their own. In terms of the urban phenomenon considered
as a whole, geography, demography, history, psychology, and
sociology supply the results of an analytical procedure. Nor
should we overlook the contributions of the biologist, doctor
or psychiatrist, or those of the novelist or poet. . . . Without the
progressive and regressive movements (in time and space) of
analysis, without the multiple divisions and fragmentations, it
would be impossible to conceive of a science of the urban phenomenon. But such fragments do not constitute knowledge.27

This extremely important and revealing quotation must be understood at
two levels simultaneously. As indicated above, here there is an “urban”
meaning that coexists with a larger critique of disciplinary knowledge
in general. To understand these two levels as separate from one another
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would be to disarm Lefebvre’s thought of its main strength, which is to
“urbanize” our understanding of the totality of contemporary political,
economic, cultural, and social life. In this context, the following two statements can be made. First, the “urban” meaning of this excerpt holds that
the urban phenomenon cannot be understood through purely disciplinary approaches. It is in this sense that Lefebvre writes elsewhere that
the urban is neither a system, nor semiology,28 nor merely “a collection
of objects.”29 Instead, it is a point of departure for analyzing the interconnection of seemingly distinct areas of knowledge.30 Second, Lefebvre
also mentioned education specifically in other works. One example is The
Explosion, published in the wake of the events of 1968, where he noted
that “[a]n educator is not a mere conveyer, nor is the institution called
‘university’ a warehouse”31 and that learning itself is not reducible to being
a mere product enmeshed in the laws of the capitalist logic of exchange.32
For the French urban theorist, the urban is not a specialized disciplinary
concern, but rather a way of relating different disciplinary specializations
to one another.
A Lefebvrian approach asserts that the complexity of the urban phenomenon “makes interdisciplinary cooperation essential. [It] cannot be
grasped by any specialized science”33 Once the primacy of the disciplinary
understanding of knowledge begins to wane, new connections can be forged
between areas of thought that have traditionally been relatively isolated
from one another within university structures. One key aspect of this traditional isolation of disciplines from one another involves the humanities and
the social sciences in particular.
The rise of the digital humanities paradigm in particular provides
momentum for making connections across these two areas, defined
broadly.34 In Patrik Svensson’s “Envisioning the Digital Humanities” the
author writes “the university and the humanities need to change to accommodate this type of work.”35 This is undoubtedly true. There is still more
work to be done, but questions remain—questions that SPAN 630 attempts
to address. For example, the precise relationship between the humanities and the social sciences established in digital humanities work tends to
emphasize the social sciences at the expense of the humanities. In an article
published in Digital Humanities Quarterly, Paul Rosenbloom makes the
somewhat simplistic assertion that “the humanities naturally fit within the
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sciences as part of an expanded social domain.”36 In “New Media in the
Academy: Labor and the Production of Knowledge in Scholarly Multimedia,” for example, Helen J. Burgess and Jeanne Hamming affirm the notion
that the biggest obstacle to the digital humanities is the fact that humanities scholars don’t understand the “kinds of ‘work’ that go into producing
scholarship in multimedia form.”37 Although a certain complex truth is hidden by the simplicity of such statements, these need to be understood in
their enduring academic context—one in which, as Alvin Kernan wrote in
the introduction to What’s Happened to the Humanities?, “shifts in higher
education have not, I think it is fair to say, been kind to the liberal arts in
general, and to the humanities in particular.”38
As regards SPAN 630 specifically, the course benefits from reflecting a Lefebvrian approach to the urban as an interdisciplinary topic and
from a precise mixture of disciplinary knowledge that draws from both the
humanities and social sciences. To see how this is so—and to avoid engaging in discussions that are too disciplinarily focused—it is best to trace the
influence of the humanities and social sciences in broad strokes through the
specific urban-themed written, audio, and video “products” required by the
students in their roles as DH practitioners.39
The written work produced by the class (for potential publication on
the web) was centered on two complementary and interdisciplinary axes,
one historical and one related to cultural critique. Some written assignments were devoted specifically to historical narratives in Spanish that
require students to synthesize the discourses of history, architecture, urban
culture, and urban planning in relation to a specific building situated on
the Gran Vía. Other written components were designated as papers that
required students to employ the technical vocabulary of filmic criticism
(shots, takes, camera angles and movements, mise-en-scène, sets, props,
lighting, editing, etc.) in an original analysis of the role of a space associated with the Gran Vía in a Spanish film. Ultimately, of course, both kinds
of papers speak to similar sets of interdisciplinary connections as demonstrated by the Gran Vía Madrid digital humanities interactive map shown
in Figure 8. The latter papers on film analysis, of course, follow the robust
tradition of film scholarship dovetailing with the urban question and from
a series of film theorists concerned with the iconicity and indexicality of the
filmic sign.40
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Figure 8. The Gran Vía Madrid digital humanities interactive map incorporates
course assignments, which are designed to speak to similar sets of interdisciplinary
connections.

The audio work for the class (also produced by the students for
potential publication on the web) follows and builds on the written work
described above, with the additional step that students must record their
voice in an audio file. Using the program GarageBand on Apple’s Mac OS
computers, students must simultaneously develop a technical (if relatively
basic) computer skill, ideally engaging with the concept of metadata associated with digital media and learning to manage and edit sound input.
Advanced students are able to work with inserting sound clips, music, and
even a sophisticated intro or outro into their audio file (provided copyright
restrictions are respected), while students less familiar with such processes
may concentrate on the more basic aspects of creating digital audio media.
The video work for the class (also produced by the students for potential publication on the web) similarly follows and builds on the written work
described above, as shown in Figure 9. Adapting a piece of written work to
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a video format requires the addition of visual media (provided copyright
restrictions are respected) and a series of much more complex technical
skills involved with editing and the synchronization of audio and video content together (here the program used was iMovie). Moreover, the significance of this component is that it reaffirms the course conversations surrounding the structure and composition of visual media that students have
practiced in class discussions, but which they now have to actually employ
in the creation of a video project.

Figure 9. Gran Vía Madrid DH digital exhibit pages build on the written work, lead
to the creation of audio and video products, and provide opportunities for students
to learn a series of much more complex technical skills.

Looking back at our initial goals, the goal of collaborating to create an
instructional project that could serve as a model for future collaborations
between faculty and digital scholarship and services librarians in the classroom was achieved. The second goal of exposing students to digital humanities in a hands-on project was also achieved. For the third goal of understanding how to best structure instruction, the importance of scaffolding
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and building assignments toward the final project was underscored. The
faculty librarian was available to provide individual support online and in
one-on-one sessions. This alleviated some student confusion with media
assignments that were not connected to the overall project, an approach that
the team is now unanimous in feeling should be avoided. All assignments
should build toward the final project to alleviate confusion and aid in student engagement and retention of learning. As for the fourth goal of providing library faculty with experience in developing tools to tie digital humanities into instructional services, the three guides and included lesson plans
and tutorials are reusable in other courses and provide a firm basis for future
instruction. The library is currently taking and reviewing proposals from
campus faculty for future collaborations in tightly integrating instruction.
APPENDIX
A. Gran Vía Madrid Project (including introductory video, syllabus,
map interface)
[http://libguides.library.cofc.edu/omeka]
[http://studentomeka.library.cofc.edu/exhibits/show/granviamadrid]
[http://studentomeka.library.cofc.edu/neatline/show/granviamadrid]
B. DH, Multimedia Production, and Omeka How To Guides
[http://libguides.library.cofc.edu/Omeka]
[http://libguides.library.cofc.edu/dh]
[http://libguides.library.cofc.edu/movies]
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