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Focus on German Studies

Electronic Research and Reference Tools for
German Studies: Analysis and Review

Michael Shaughnessy

G raduate students in German studies have always been relying on

quality reference materials to conduct their research. For many gradu-
ate programs, a course in research methodology is the first course that
graduate students take. Yet, unlimited access to reference works has often
been limited by high price or the hours of the libraries that have mvested
mn copies. Reference works are by their very nature to be accessed only at
the library. One recognizable result from the electronic revolution of the
past decade is the impact on reference publications. The proliferation of
electronic encyclopedias, often included free with the purchase of a com-
puter, is in undeniable sharp contrast to the past costs of the same mfor-
mation. The universal appeal of electronic reference works s not lost in
the world of German studies. Firstly, and particularly important to gradu-
ate students, the reduction in costs makes individual purchases of substan-
tial works a tangible reality. Secondly, the speed of research is greatly im-
proved with electronic reference works. Electronic dictionaries can search
for phrases and not merely words. Cross-referencing 1s easily identifiable
and results can be cut and pasted into a word processing program.

While the appeal and demand for these products is not likely to be
doubted, the quality and source of these new reference matenals 1s often
rightly called into question. The first step m research is to idenufy the
source of information, taking for granted that the source 1s reliable. How-
ever, as these new versions of standard electronic tools make their way
mto the mainstream of research n German studies, they ought to be ana-
lyzed like any source. This “meta-review” intends not only to identify some
of the most valuable electronic research tools for German studies, but also
seeks to question the mherent validity of such works 1n order to justify
their current and future use.

For many, electronic reference 1s becoming equated with the
Internet. There are a number of online multi-lingual dictionaries, search
engines, and it seems that every author has a dedicated web site. While the
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Internet has proven itself to be a good source for information in general,
this does not hold true for most academic subjects, particularly when deal-
ing with literature, history, or culture. The nature of the Internet poses
problems for academic research that relies on proven quality and a deds-
cated citaton location. The nature of self-publication on the Internet is
highlighted when compared to the nature of publication 1 an academic
journal. There is rarely an editorial process for a web site, no guarantee of
permanence, and generally few citations. Examples abound of copious
sites with questionable quality and little or no professional credentials. Kevin
Solway’s Otto Weininger web site, for instance, despite being the most
comprehensive on the Internet, 1s a biased site upon closer examination.
Mr. Solway does not contest this point: “If Otto Weininger continues to
spire genius through what he has left us then I will consider half my
work already done. His book Sex and Character 1s one of the few master-
pieces of modern times.” Here, subjectivity of the site is shown through
the selection of quotes and the emphasis placed on Weininger’s “genius”.
If one considers the initial effort involved in producing and maintaining a
web site of this magnitude, one must also ponder the motivation behind
this effort. While many of these sites can provide a quick reference for
dates, publications, and quotes, there still exists the implicit danger that a
web site is merely a “fan” site, dedicated to the alleged “genius” of a
revered author. In the pursuit of academic research materials, it 1s the very
nature of the Internet that should cause immediate suspicion among un-
dergraduates, graduate students, and nstructors alike.

Currently, the only electronic publication focusing on literary re-
search in Germanistik on the Internet 1s Reclam’s Literaturrecherche und
Internet. While providing a decent mntroduction to using the Internet for
literary studies, this CD-ROM highlights a general trend among electronic
publications: the return to traditional resources. This CD focuses almost
exclusively on material available from the electronic versions of university
library catalogs, focusing less on the reality of most Internet searches. The
CD even highlights 1ts focus on catalogs by stating that most of the reli-
able and recommended mformation to be taken from the Internet is de-
rived from libraries. Once again, reference matenals are inherently con-
nected to traditional sources. It 1s exactly this point that 1s of the utmost
mmportance. The electronic revolution does not need to lessen the impos-
tance and usefulness of traditional sources; it can merely modify aspects
of these works. The highest quality electronic reference works build on
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this principle. They take traditional methods fo?: publication of reference
materials and modify the access to this information. The best products do
not change the content or the source of the content, but al ter the mgthod
of access to the content that was previously valued as high quality. In
exploring these materials, three categorizations are used to iden_r.ify current
and future reference works in German studies: Language, Literatiire, and
Culture.

Language

Language related CD-ROMs are almost exclusively elcctr(milc‘versions of
older print materials. Companies with brand-name recognition such as
Langenscheids, Duden, Meyer, and Brockhans have transferreq many of theur
traditional works into electronic format. Many of the traditional language
reference works are available in the PC-Bibliothek series. PC'—Bion[)'{e.é 1sa
shared user-interface for accessing reference matenals. An appealing as-
pect about the shared user-interface 1s that multiple volumgs of Duden or
Langenscheidt products can be searched simultaneously. '1'}?13 could be of
particular use in a language lab where one computer is dedicated as a Gcr—
man reference station. Multiple discs could be loaded onto the hard-drnve,
thus sparing the user the endless swapping of CDs._ Of the many CDs
produced in the PC-Bibliothek sexies, the one most likely to be used by a
wide variety of students 1s the combnation Diden Um‘wrm!wdrterbmﬁ /!
Oxfard German-English Dictionary, priced around €55. I..angenscbendt <;ff(?rs
a wide variety of specialized dictionaries within the PC-Bibliothek series
available in their new media catalng at:
<http:/ /wwwilangenscheidt.de/deutsch/ katalog/ home_neuemedienhtml>

I iterature

CD-ROMs for German literature can be separated into primary and sec-
ondary literature sources. The oldest source for electronic texts in German
is the well-known Projeks Gutenberg web site. This site accepts scanned and
edited texts from people all over the world and offers ﬂwrp to all users
without charging a fee. The inclusion of an author on this site is pzr_ually
determined by the willingness of a person to do the work of rendening a
text into electronic form. While every major author in the German lan-
guage not under copyright protection is included, there are also some mi-
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nor authors that would not normally be a part of this collection bur —
thanks to the efforts of their “fans”— now may find a greater audience.

The major commercial producer of primary literature in electronic

form 1s the Digitale Bebliothek senies. In contrast to the popular Internet site
Projekt Gutenberg, the Digitale Bibljothek series reproduces the actual pages
from standard academic editions of the works. This allows quoting from
the standard edition, a necessity in research. The process has been simpli-
fied by the user-interface of the program. When a user copies a section of
text, the reference information is automatically included when pasted. In
addition to the ease of quoting from the text, the Digitale Bibliothek in-
cludes a powerful search engine and extended note-taking abilities. Users
can mark texts, annotate, and export their notes for portability. While the
Projekt Gutenberg web site is useful for quick reference and for searching
unique quotations, the Digitalz Bibliothek interface allows for more extended
search functions. The Digitale Bibliothek includes over fifty volumes, which
can be accessed at their web site at <http:/ /www.digitale-bibliothek.de/>.

Both the Projeks Gutenberg and Digitale Bibliothek offerings are par-
trally limited to copyright-free matenals.” In Projekt Gutenberg’s case, they
exclusively publish materials without copyright protection. The Digital
Biblzothek, 1n contrast, publishes primary literature from non-copyrighted
sources, but offers more recent versions of secondary literature withm the
same framework.

Despite some earlier fears about electronic books killing the print
publishing industry, it appears that the old-fashioned method of making
books using paper products will remain dominant for a while. Single title
electronic books can be understood, and best used, as reference tools rather
than as a readable copy of a work. In contrast to the electronic-library
concept of Digitale Bibliothek and Projekt Gutenberg, other commercial ven-
tures publish individual works on CD-ROM or the Internet Generally,
they are more recent (than 1932), and the copyright holder receives a share
of the profits. Reclam offers a series of CD-ROMs that are similar 10 the
annorated versions of their most popular volumes. Reclam CD-ROMs
also include multi-media annotations to distinguish them from the print
versions. Their CD-ROM ftor Die Verlorene Ebre der Katharing Blum, for
example, includes a reading by Heinrich B6ll, text annotations and refer-
ences to the Film version by Volker Schléndorff.

Secondary literature resources for example, are mostly electronic
replicas of the prnt version with a dramatic price reduction. However, the
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print version from which the text is derived tends to be the second-most
recent volume. The publishing companies still reserve the most recent
versions of their literature encyclopedias for the print market. Despite not
offering the latest versions, these sources are excellent for general refer-
ence for most works of German literature. Two of the best encyclopedias
for German literature are Killys Literaturlexikon and Kindlers neues
Literaturlexcikon. Killys is published within the Digitale Bibliothek user inter-
face and therefore has the same full-text searching capabilities as others 1
that sedes. There are a number of other reference works published in the
Digitale Bibliothek sesies including the Symbollexcikon and Lextkon der Sprache.
Similar in the searching capabilities, Systhema has published a senies en-
titled Eldexczkon, inctuding the Lexikon der deutschen Literatur.

The full-text searching offered in the Digitale Bibliothek seres ap-
pears limited compared to the searching capabilities offered 1n the Kindler
CD-ROM. Kindlers provides the users with the ability to conduct searches
based on criteria in individual categories such as author, publisher, year,
country of origin, etc. The integrated search capabilities mn Kzndlrs are
reflected in the price of the product, which is one of the few electronic
reference tools over $100.

Culture

There are a number of electronic encyclopedias that have cultural entries.
Microsaft, Brockhaus, and Bertelsmann all publish extensive multi-media ency-
clopedias, but their extremely broad focus often tends to water down the
length and quality of the articles. There are specific “cultural” encyclope-
dias that are being published in Germany. So far, the best representative of
the cultural encyclopedia is the Retrospeat 2001, by Digital Publishing. Retro-
spect 2001, in cooperation with Spigge/ magazine, provides in-depth arucles
and multi-media for virtually every topic m German history and culture
for the twentieth century. Unlike some texts, the information on the CD-
ROM continues up to the present day. Users can also download new ar-
ticles as they become available. The short, well-written articles provide
quick reference for the researcher and can also be useful for the mstructor
seeking authentic cultural materials for use 1n class.

In contrast to the all-encompassing Refraspect 2001, there are a
number of individually themed CD-ROM:s for cultural reference. Ernnnern
Sfiir Gogenwart und Zukunft and Anne Frank, Ein Haus mit einer Geschichte, for
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instance, both provide specific multi-media references for Holocaust stud-
ies. Erznnern features video clips and articles dealing with the personal ex-
perience of two individuals. The CD-ROM consists of matenals from
Steven Spielberg’s Survivors of the Shoah Visual History project. It is likely
that there will be more CD-ROMs published from the extensive collection
of multimedia from this project. Anne Frank presents a virtual tour of the
Anne Frank house in Amsterdam and includes information about the fam-
ily, their living situation and their biographies. The commercial market for
culturally related CD-ROMs 1s too small to make it economucally feasible
for larger companies to invest in software development. Both of these
CDs were developed by subject experts and it is to be expected that future
culturally-related CD projects will continue to be developed by experts in
the respective field.

Suggestions for Use and Inplementation

Just as with all media purchases, the user should have the right to preview
the product before purchase. With many of the products that share 2 user-
interface, the preview can be conducted with a review of one product
withm the user-interface framework. If the university 1s to purchase these
products, access to the works is of the utmost importance. Unlike tradi-
tional publications that merely need to be placed on a shelf, electronic
works generally need to be installed on a computer for use. This presents
a new set of problems for accessibility. The university that purchases the
software should have a clear plan for installation and usage. Many of these
products require a basic installation that sull requires the CD-ROM for
use. If this is the case, then the basic installation may be installed on sev-
eral machines, and the user need only check out the disk and nsert it into
an available computer. There are of course many solutions to problems of
accessibility and the given technological environment of a university will
affect the way in which software is employed. The important factors in
implementing software are considering how, when, and by whom the soft-
ware will be used.

There is little doubt that electronic publications will have more of
a presence in future research in the Humanities. There has, however, been
relatively hittle attention paid to these resources as credible sources for
reference and research. Technology 1s often seen as either an easy solution
to a problem, or a poor substitute for tradinonal print media. The reality
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of electronic pub!ication lies, of course, somﬂwherg ig the @ddle. In
German studies, and in the Humanities as a whole, it 1s cn'1c1a1 .tl"m the
impact and influente of technology is continuously assessed. Ttadlngnally
educated scholars must also become familiar with newer tcclmollogncs so
they may have the authonity to propethr evaluate them concerning their
strengths and weaknesses. Particularly in the arena of refer(f.ncc and re-
search, many see electronic publications as prov_:dmg the c_puck and ecasy
answer. By analyzing a cross-section of electronic publications, the same
old story is present: message over media. In rt::fe:rencg= and resfeaxch, _thc
form of information should not affect the content. Electronic publica-
tions need to be analyzed for their content first, before the advantages of
the electronic formcan be explored. Despite these self-evident statements,
many reviews and evaluations of new media value the technok_)gy of the
media over the content. As educators and scholars make cbonces ‘albout
future library or departmental purchases, they s_hou]d use their tr.adnqmml
skills to analyze for content and properly consider how t}w mec_ha up]l be
used. Tn doing this, the few true advantages of electronic media vfnll be-
come apparent, while their apparent disadvaqmges will -reemphasize the
power of (and need for) traditional print media.

Notes

! http://members.ozemail.com.au/ ~ksolway/ uttmﬁ.hr_ml |

2 See the Projekt Gutenberg web site for their interpretation of copyright
law and electronic texts. Generally, the author needs to be dead for seventy years
before texts can be freely distributed electronically.
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