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The »Musici« Database 
An Interdisciplinary Cooperation

Michela Berti and Torsten Roeder 
Translation: Elise Hanrahan

Introduction

The realization of the Musici Database is founded on international cooperation 
between the German Historical Institute of Rome (DHI), the École Française 
de Rome (EFR) and the Berlin Brandenburg Academy of Sciences and Human-
ities (BBAW).1 The BBAW has been home to the initiative TELOTA2 (The Elec-
tronic Life of the Academy) for over 10 years, which supports all digital aspects of 
the BBAW’s research projects – from conception to publication. It was through 
TELOTA that the concept of the Person Data Repository3 (PDR) was first devel-
oped, the goal being to build an infrastructure for the documentation and research 
of historical person data. During the application period of the Musici project the 
proposal writers at DHI and EFR decided, if given funding, to become partners 
with the Person Data Repository through the BBAW.

The resulting three-year cooperation proved to be exceptionally complex and 
instructive – and not only due to the mixture of German, French and Italian musi-
cologists, historians, literary scholars, theatre scholars, philosophers and computer 
scientists. These three years showed that above all the foundation for productive 
interdisciplinary work lies in continual discussion and examination of the subject-
specific methods and concepts that are bound to emerge. The Musici project was able 
to further their research through the possibilities offered by new digital tools, and at 
the same time the Person Data Repository could use the Musici project as a touch-
stone to evaluate their own progress and as an inspiration for additional  development.

1 The sections Content of the Musici Database, Developing the Database: the Researcher’s Role, Modelling 
the Vita of a Migrating Musician were written by Michela Berti, the other sections by Torsten Roeder.
2 See http://www.bbaw.de/telota for an overview of all TELOTA projects and activities (ac-
cessed 12 August 2014).
3 The project has been funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG) since 2009. See 
http://pdr.bbaw.de for more details about the project (accessed 12 August 2014).
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Content of the »Musici« Database

The Musici Database collects data about ›European‹ musicians whose presence has 
been verified in Venice, Rome and Naples within the period of 1650 to 1750. Other 
cities found in the examined sources in which a musician was present are recorded in 
the database as well. The word ›musicians‹ pertains to all persons who were involved 
in some kind of musical activity: singers, instrumentalists, composers, choirmasters; 
but also instrument makers, impresarios, librettists, dancers and choreographers.

Identifying musicians that could have been considered foreign in the Peninsula 
was a task that each individual research project accomplished in addition to their 
main research goals. These researchers consulted select sources and used the discov-
ery of foreign names as an important indicator. This criterion presented some diffi-
culties due to the fact that foreign musicians often adopted Italian names to facilitate 
their admission into the society (both generally and professionally) in which they 
arrived: for example, the Spanish tenor Pedro León Trompeta changed his name to 
Pietro Leoni.4 Additional clues were appellatives and nicknames which in some cases 
made a musician’s origins explicit, as was so for Fraschiglia, an alto active in Naples 
and known as »Spagnoletto«.5

Musicians of foreign descent who were born on the Peninsula were not omit-
ted from the research, in spite of their more advanced integration. They could still 
be considered as exponents of another culture, and reflect a basic component of the 
concept of cultural exchange that lies at the heart of the research. This is true in the 
case of organ maker Emilio Bonaventura Ghenni, son of Antonio Ghenni, a Flemish 
organ maker who was active in Rome.6

Data in the Musici Database is collected from various sources. A primary task was 
to sift through existing bibliographies and to find and harmonize published research. 
Additionally, the patient yet fruitful work of visiting the archives of the three cit-
ies led to the discovery of a great many documents. These contained references to 
hundreds of musicians, including some unknown to musicologists. Considering the 
huge quantity of archival documents concentrated in these three cities, this research 
can be seen as just a first step. The survey was systematic in only some archival col-
lections and thus we hope to enrich the database with further archival research.

4 See in this volume Michela Berti, Tra ›regolamenti‹ e ›musiche straordinarie‹: la presenza di musicisti 
stranieri a San Luigi dei Francesi e nelle altre chiese nazionali di Roma, pp. 415f., 423, and Pietro Leoni, 
in: Musicisti europei a Venezia, Roma e Napoli (1650–1750), ed. Michela Berti, Gesa zur Nieden 
and Torsten Roeder, Berlin / Rome 2013, http://www.musici.eu/index.php?id=92&personId=pd
rPo.002.766.000000113 (accessed 12 August 2014).
5 Fraschiglia, in: Musicisti europei a Venezia, Roma e Napoli, http://www.musici.eu/index.php
?id=92&personId=pdrPo.002.766.000000190 (accessed 19 March 2014).
6 See in this volume Berti, Tra ›regolamenti‹ e ›musiche straordinarie‹ (see note 4), pp.  416–417, and 
Emilio Bonaventura Ghenni, in: Musicisti europei a Venezia, Roma e Napoli, http://www.musici.eu/
index.php?id=92&personId=pdrPo.002.766.000000098 (accessed 19 June 2013).
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During the Musici project (2010–2012) data was also collected by the research 
team from individual research work, and the contributions of scholars who attended 
workshops, seminars and conferences during the Musici project were integrated into 
the database.

What is a Person Database?

One goal of the Musici project was to create a person database that would support 
the project throughout its development. The expectations and correlating concep-
tions of what a database should offer and what needs it should serve turned out, 
however, to be different among the participating circles of researchers. From a more 
technical perspective, a database represents a logical and semantic infrastructure that 
is filled with content and which can be queried in an artificial language. In contrast, 
from the point of view of the user a database is often seen as a kind of table or elec-
tronic card index, which is accessible through a user-oriented interface.

This quite common polarisation between the technical and the user perspec-
tive can, however, push the question of the possible benefits of a database into the 
background. One of the greatest advantages of a database is indisputably its ability to 
efficiently manage large amounts of consistently structured data. Through filtering, 
sorting, and rearranging, new aspects of data can be observed. Structured data (after 
a certain quantity has been reached) can build a strong foundation for quantitative 
evaluations which are useful, for instance, to help recognize general historical trends. 
The comparison of query results can reveal questions and open potential research 
fields. Additionally, semantic analysis and further processing of data, for example, 
the examination of place names or information about time periods, can generate 
dynamic visual interpretations of the material that would be difficult and time con-
suming to produce manually.

Just a few examples: the following chart (Figure 1) displays the distribution of 
dates in all sojourns in Rome, ordered by decade. This does not necessarily represent 
historical facts, but rather the distribution of information in the database. Thus, it 
gives an insight primarily into the dimensions of the database corpus.

But if we search only for French or Spanish people in Rome, we will find very 
distinctive patterns that can point the researcher to concrete questions about the 
reasons for the divergent distribution of French and Spanish musicians in Rome and 
about their shared peak in the 1720s (Figures 2 and 3).

A database, however, hardly diminishes the work of the researcher, nor does 
it strive to. It is much more a tool that serves the storage and processing of data. 
The efficiency of this tool depends primarily on how it is used. A database does 
not think about the content of the data and it cannot independently differentiate 
between ›good‹ and ›bad‹ data. The responsibility rests on the researcher to develop 
the appropriate data categories and to create consistent entries. The technical reali-
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Figure 1: Distribution of dates for all sojourns in Rome

zation of the database should, however, make its efficient use as easy as possible. 
This concerns, on the one hand, the researcher entering the data, who should ease 
abstract procedures through casing. On the other hand, the kind of information that 
can actually be found in the database should be made transparent to the end user. 
Additionally, the user should be able to express queries intuitively, and the database 
should display the results clearly and qualifiedly. Finally, even a database with high 
integrity and consistent data cannot anticipate the results of a researcher’s work, but 
can support the process as far as possible.7

The Approach of the Person Data Repository

In the approach of the Person Data Repository, persons are looked upon as a blank 
space, similar to a projection, on which the most diverse kinds of information can 
be written.8 The entire impression of a person is revealed when the information is 

7 See also Holger Gast, Antonia Leugers, August H. Leugers-Scherzberg, Optimierung historischer 
Forschung durch Datenbanken. Die exemplarische Datenbank »Missionsschulen 1887–1940«, Bad Heil-
brunn 2010.
8 For a sound description of the data modeling concept, see: Niels-Oliver Walkowski, Das Kon-
zept einer polysemischen Datenbank und seine Konkretisierung im Personendaten-Repositorium der BBAW, 
in: Jahrbuch für Computerphilologie – online, ed. Georg Braungart, Peter Gendolla and Fotis Jan-
nidis, http://computerphilologie.digital-humanities.de/jg09/walkowski.html (accessed 12  August 
2014).
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Figures 2 and 3: Distribution of dates for all sojourns in Rome, restricted to the persons’ provenance (French or 
Spanish)
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seen together or when a selection of specific information is displayed. This principle 
is comparable to that of card indexes or even to a data sheet, it requires, however, 
an abstraction on the part of the user. As in every digital system, efficiency is only 
possible when the data is consistently documented or is already present in a consist-
ent form.

In 2009, when the Person Data Repository was in its beginning phases and an 
application program to fit the data model was still being developed, the majority of 
the researchers already had data material available. This material was not collected 
with an overarching documentation system, but was categorized according to the 
individual research subject and contextualization approach. Thus, the first step was 
to create a schema for the data and establish a common vocabulary and understand-
ing of applied concepts. This necessary and unavoidable systemization aided not 
only the database, but also furthered discussion within the project regarding the 
definitions of common terms and categories.

The high level of abstraction that the PDR data model requires proved disad-
vantageous in the early phases of the project. In the model, information is seen as 
consisting of single statements, or, in other words, of ›micro-information‹. The first 
step when using the software is to individually enter these single statements. This 
documentation process is not comparable to the ease of working with a table or 
spreadsheet, which already contains an inherent and recognizable structure. The 
subtle and complex data structure of PDR initially required numerous steps just to 
create a basic description of a person, this being before the process could be opti-
mized. It is not hard to imagine that during this early period the documentation of 
excerpts from longer resources or from more extensive person histories – an already 
challenging task – seemed all the more difficult.

Hence, an encounter between different work methods and work environments 
ensued. The more technical side aimed to present the advantages of the data model, 
whose strength lies above all in its openness in regard to form and content. This 
openness occurs primarily through the separation of the data object from its seman-
tic consideration. Fundamentally, there are only three types of data objects in the 
PDR model, (1) aspects, or information statements, (2) persons, as points of reference 
for information, and (3) sources, from which the information originates and which 
provide its evidence. Semantic definitions are established through project-specific 
categories, which are defined and modified by the researchers themselves through-
out the project’s development. This offers a significant benefit for the interoper-
ability between other databases. The structure of the content can be mapped onto 
other data models, while the technical structure remains the same. Thus, with the 
exception of the fixed general categories (»Name« and »Biographical Data«), every 
project or sub-project can use the categories that are necessary for their specific 
research goals.

In PDR, every piece of information can be assigned to more than one clas-
sification, whereby the information that belongs to one person can be grouped and 
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organized. These statements can be different name spellings, biographical informa-
tion, occupations, relationships, and other life events. Additionally, in PDR infor-
mation is also recorded with semantic markup, so that dates, places, institutions and 
person names can be explicitly documented. These can be systematically searched, 
similar to the categories, and are also helpful when organizing data and creating 
visualizations (such as timelines or maps). A schema here as well allows for further 
differentiation: for example, if one project recorded a series of institutions which 
then later proved to be especially relevant, it would be possible to systematically 
search the institutions, independent of exactly how they were denoted in the text. 
Even when researchers had not yet had any contact with semantic markup, this 
technique was well received.

Developing the Database: the Researcher’s Role

The development of the database was subdivided into three periods:
1. the research team worked to focus their concepts and goals during the project, 

they began already at this point to use the database;
2. categories and markup were created which corresponded to researcher’s interest;
3. the main data-entry phase for the project commenced.
The different perspectives of the researchers and computer scientists initially created 
a divergent understanding about their respective roles. On the one side, the scholars 
desired a finished instrument that would help them during the project to analyse 
their particular focuses of study. On the other side, the computer scientists initially 
supplied the team only with an abstract database model, whose further development 
was seen as an essential part of the collaboration. For the computer scientists, the 
data model verified the ability and flexibility of the database. In effect, the research 
team and computer scientists had different conceptions of work methods with data-
bases, and were obliged to compromise these initial starting points.

The database was developed based on the historic and scientific authority of the 
research team and through much cooperation. It was modeled on the progress of 
the research of the participating scholars. At a certain point it became clear that the 
database would not be a tool used directly for the Musici project, but instead would 
be an aim of the project itself. The database could then be used for the next phase 
of researchers subsequent to the Musici project.

In the end, the Musici research team, scholars and computer scientists provided 
the scientific community with an impressive data collection that was founded in a 
new research perspective. In the field of musicology, this meant expanding the space 
of reflection to include phenomena such as musicians’ migration through Italy. In 
addition to the publications written during the Musici project,9 reports of work-

9 Besides the current publication, see also La musique à Rome au XVIIe siècle. Études et perspectives 
de recherche, ed. Caroline Giron-Panel and Anne-Madeleine Goulet, Rome 2012.
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shops10 and seminars11 on the Musici website, the Musici Database offers a large survey 
of the team’s work during the three years of the project. The whole of these results 
provides users with structured and queryable material, ready to be met with new 
questions that could open up further research fields. Collaboration between scholars 
and computer scientists was absolutely necessary to offer the scientific community a 
product synthesizable in categories and scientifically reliable.

The need to establish categories allowed researchers to examine and develop a 
reasoning behind their applied concepts and to consider the perspective they fol-
lowed over the years of the project. At the beginning of the project the team held 
long discussions concerning historical concepts such as national identities, geo-
cultural boundaries, confessional boundaries, the priority of languages in defining 
identity, and alterity. The responsibility entrusted to the research team involved dif-
ferent levels:
1. A conceptualization of categories meant formalizing a modus pensandi that is 

efficient both for the data-input phase and for the data-consulting and analyses 
phase. It meant trying to anticipate the kinds of questions that would be submit-
ted to the database. The flexibility of the Archiv-Editor was essential in order to 
create new categories and new markup during the project.

2. It was also a part of the research team’s responsibility to present historical docu-
ments in a neutral way. On the one hand, we paid attention to technical aspects 
and to the availability of the data. On the other hand, we did not renounce the 
integral transcription of the archival documents, a significant objective from the 
point of view of the scholar.

3. A database does not differentiate between reliable and speculative data; this 
implies that the researcher is the only one responsible for certifying the correct-
ness of the data and the reliability of the sources. The database serves historical 
research and the data inserted requires a multilevel control: historical, linguistic 
and cultural. The research team synthesized this work by providing a reliability 
judgement divided into three levels: certo (verified data); probabile (unverified 
data that appears reliable due to contingent verification); and incerto (unverified 
data: despite contingent verification, the data does not appear reliable).

10 http://musici.eu/index.php?id=12 (accessed 12 August 2014).
11 http://musici.eu/index.php?id=11 (accessed 12 August 2014).
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Modelling the ›Vita‹ of a Migrating Musician

The categories used in the Musici project focus mainly on musician networks. Thus 
biographical categories were created for contact with other musician colleagues, to 
patrons, and to other persons. Additionally, the personal background and station 
of a musician could be recorded through the categories ›origins‹ (provenienza) and 
›residences‹ (permanenza). With the help of these categories, the database can trace 
all persons with a certain country of origin and residence.

During the course of the project the next step was the creation of a category 
schema and of a markup schema. This approach proved useful, as data could then 
be more consistently and clearly recorded. The application program »Archiv-Editor« 
facilitated the creation and later modification of the schemata. In order to create a 
category schema, a general impression of the data needed to be obtained, that is – of 
the different stations, events, and characteristics of the migrating musicians, as well 
as the specific interest of the research project.12 Finally, the relationships needed to be 
chosen in such a way that they remained general enough to be, if desired, collated 
with other databases.

The same questions applied for the schema of the semantic markup, whereas 
in this case the focus was on a standard denotation for the parts of a person’s name 
(such as first and last name), place names, and organization names. This standard 
denotation was, in addition to a general schema, specifically customized for the 
 Musici Database. For example, the denotations of different Roman churches and 
orders, Italian clergy and noble families, different instrument groups, are given 
standard tags for semantic markup. The result of these efforts is a hierarchically 
organized and extensive vocabulary of musical, historical, and social-historical terms 
(Figure 4). The schemata then intrinsically defines the data corpus and contains to a 
great extent the research questions of the Musici project.

12 A similar experience is described in: Suse Baeriswyl-Andresen, Das »Repertorium Academicum 
Germanicum«. Überlegungen zu einer modellorientierten Datenbankstruktur zur Aufbereitung prosopographi-
scher Informationen der graduierten Gelehrten des Spätmittelalters, in: Städtische Gesellschaft und Kirche 
im Spätmittelalter. Kolloquium Dhaun 2004, ed. Sigrid Schmitt and Sabine Klapp, Stuttgart 2008 
(Geschichtliche Landeskunde 62), pp.  17–36.
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Nome di norma Principal name

Altri nomi Other names

Descrizione principale Principal description
(composer, singer, lute maker, dancer, etc.)

Dati biografici Biographical data

Provenienza Origin 
(city / region / state of origin; in prominent cases even the family origin)

Permanenza Sojourn 
(period of stay in Venice, Rome and Naples, deduced from the sour-
ces. When well-known, we inserted even the address of residence, in 
the majority of cases deduced from Status Animorum of churches or 
other archival documents)

Manoscritti e stampe 
coevi delle opere nelle 
biblioteche di Venezia, 
Roma e Napoli

Coeval manuscripts and prints of the works in the library of Venice, 
Rome and Naples 
(scores, librettos and theoretical texts that arrived in the Peninsula 
during the period 1650–1750, therefore witness of coeval cultural 
 circulation)

Viaggi Journeys 
(trips to the Peninsula or within the Peninsula, other journeys)

Attività musicali Musical activities

Altre attività Other activities 
(studies, literary publications, charitables activities, hunting, legal acts, 
presence in confraternities, grant receiving, etc. In this category even 
dance activities are presented)

Contatti con colleghi Connections with colleagues

Contatti con mecenati Connections with patrons

Contatti con maestri di 
musica

Connections with teachers

Altri contatti Other connections 
(actors, set designers, costume designers, managers, erudites, etc.)

Informazioni famigliari Family information 
(kinship relations, marriages, etc.)

Figure 4: Category schema of the Musici Database

These categories strive on the one hand to answer classical musicological questions 
(the data base offers systematically organized data of known aspects within the field 
of musicology, often, however, enriched with new primary sources). On the other 
hand, the data provides material to study new problems and ask new questions 
related to musician migration, cultural transfer and exchange. Furthermore, from a 
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biographical study’s point of view one can observe a twofold result: the enrichment 
and systematization of data about well known musicians, and the discovery of names 
unknown to musicologists. Some examples are of musicians found in the archive of 
San Luigi dei Francesi, such as »Monsù Pietro« and »Monsù Nicolò«, probably from 
France; or Ignatio Brundo, a Portuguese chaplain who conducted the choir in the 
church of Sant’Antonio dei Portoghesi.13 This data, inserted into the wide survey of 
historical research, contributes to the study of a current central question: national 
identities.

The requirements of recording and documenting information sources proved to 
be unique considering the heterogeneity of the source types. A schema was to be 
created for the great variety of archivalia and secondary literature. In this case PDR 
could refer to the already established MODS data model. The types of sources to 
be recorded spanned from transcriptions of secondary literature, to passages from 
contemporary diaries, bills, letters, and even poems.

Besides consulting common sources such as monographs, articles in scientific 
reviews, catalogues and anthologies, the research also included opera librettos, musi-
cal theory treatises and scores. New research of primary sources in the archives, until 
now partially or completely unknown, played an important role as well.

Building up the »Musici« Database: Inserting Data

It was next necessary to implement the aspired alliance between humanities research 
and technology. In this step as well the two sides had different expectations: as the 
application program »Archiv-Editor« first began to be used, it was quickly revealed 
that there were various opinions as to what a beta phase should be. The computer 
scientists wanted to present a software that already had the basic features needed to 
operate with the PDR data model, and that allowed the users as testers to be inte-
grated into the development. The users however, firstly did not see themselves as 
›testers‹ and secondly experienced a software that only offered a rudimentary and 
limited functionality and that did not offer, in this first phase, tables or data sheets 
with editing tools and search possibilities like other familiar programs. The software 
required that the user enter their data systematically and in a very finely differenti-
ated structure. This was, especially at the start of the project, hardly possible.

The necessary systematization within the project developed mainly over the 
course of the research work. The use of semantic markup occurred through working 

13 See in this volume Michela Berti, Tra ›regolamenti‹ e ›musiche straordinarie‹ (see note  4), 
pp.  406–407 and pp.  415–416, and Monsù Pietro / Monsù Nicolò / Ignatio Brundo, in: Musicisti eu-
ropei a Venezia, Roma e Napoli (see note 3), http://www.musici.eu/index.php?id=92&personId= 
pdrPo.002.766.000000121, http://www.musici.eu/index.php?id=92&personId=pdrPo.002.766. 
000000122, http://www.musici.eu/index.php?id=92&personId=pdrPo.002.766.000000092  
(accessed 12 August 2014).
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with the software, with which a best practice was finally established. In the mean-
time, the »Archiv-Editor« made progress striving to make the abstract data model 
accessible, to intuitively present different levels of data, and to better support search 
queries. All this of course while also retaining the flexibility and complexity of the 
data model.14

However, although there existed established schemata, an absolute best prac-
tice had at this point in the project not yet been determined, thus it could not be 
guaranteed that the entire research group would work consistently on the database. 
It was therefore decided that Michela Berti would primarily enter the data into the 
database and that Gesa zur Nieden would offer support with the final editing, while 
Torsten Roeder would implement the data model in the public user interface. This 
would ensure the greatest possible homogeneity of the database contents.

Going Public

The need to present the data in a website that did not run on the Musici server, 
but instead from an independent web agency, resulted in the invention of the PDR 
Interface Tools (PIT). These tools consist of a collection of web based query meth-
ods that can be used freely without access restrictions via HTTP. Data within the 
repository could then be retrieved using few parameters, and without requiring 
specific technical knowledge about PDR. Because PIT offer an output format in 
HTML (among others), they can be integrated into a website without further pro-
cessing. In this case the integration was realized through a Typo3 content manage-
ment system.15 It is possible on the website to switch between different visualization 
options (charts, maps, and timelines).16 The user interface includes a unique citation 
link for the individual web pages, so that on a basic level, although not persistent, 
there exists a verifiable reference for academic use.

The database is publicly accessible through the project website http://www.
musici.eu or directly at http://www.musici.eu/database. It will be further admin-
istered and hosted by DHI, where it is also included in the collection of online 
publications and databases »Romana Repertoria«.17 The current data corpus will 
experience additions through the HERA project Migrating Musicians, a subsequent 
project with an increased historical time frame and a focus on Eastern Europe. There 

14 For a more detailed description of the Archiv-Editor see Christoph Plutte, Archiv-Editor – 
Software for Personal Data: Demo-Presentation at the TPDL 2011, in: Lecture Notes in Computer 
 Science 6966 (2011), pp.  446–448.
15 See http://typo3.org for more information (accessed 12 August 2014).
16 PIT uses some widespread programming interfaces such as Google Charts (https://develop-
ers.google.com/chart/) and Simile Timeline (http://www.simile-widgets.org/timeline/), (accessed 
19 June 2013).
17 See http://www.romana-repertoria.net/ (accessed 12 August 2014).
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is great interest in cooperation with other music or migration oriented databases, the 
goal being the mutual exchange of data. The musicologists of the Musici project will 
continue their work on the content and include new information when possible.

Summary

Even in light of the positive results, it should not be forgotten that working with a 
software that is still in development can be an intense and strenuous process, which 
requires a great degree of open-mindedness for discussion and constructive will-
ingness from all participants. In retrospect, it seems essential, when working with 
interdisciplinary cooperation, to thoroughly discuss data structures and data models 
as early as possible and to compare the expectations from both the researcher and 
technical perspectives. Starting with such different viewpoints, we managed to build 
a collaboration with which the wishes and experiences of the users could influence 
the development of the technology. As the first external cooperation partner of the 
Person Data Repository, the Musici project could involve their own unique needs, 
which in turn helped the development of PDR. This process, from the perspective 
of the Person Data Repository, has proven itself successful in the collaboration with 
other partners as well. The described experience gave rise to significant insights for 
both sides, which will certainly benefit future collaborations of this kind.




