
The WOW Project: Bridging AI and Cultural Heritage
for Actress Writings
Laura Pandolfo1,*, Lucia Cardone1, Luisa Cutzu1, Raffaella Perna2, Beatrice Seligardi1

and Giulia Simi1

1Università degli Studi di Sassari, DUMAS, via Roma 151, Sassari, 07100 Italia
2Sapienza Università di Roma, SARAS, Piazzale Aldo Moro 5, Roma, 00185, Italia

Abstract
The Digital Humanities field has evolved significantly due to technological advancements and the
availability of cultural heritage data. The project WOmen Writing around the Camera (WOW) leverages
these advancements to create an ontology-based portal focusing on the noteworthy writings of Italian
actresses, unveiling the dynamics between writing, acting, and image cultivation. This corpus represents
a unique collection of cultural data for digital humanities scholars. In this paper, we present an overview
of the project’s methodology and its expected impacts in the research community and society.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, Digital Humanities (DH) [1] has experienced a significant transformation
closely linked with rapid technological progress and the availability of cultural heritage data,
giving rise to a prosperous field of research. The use of computer-based methods in humanities
research has roots in the early days of DH, where pioneers employed emerging digital tools to
examine and comprehend cultural objects. These initial efforts paved the way for a thriving
area of investigation, as scholars employed technology to address intricate queries in literature,
history, and the social sciences.

One of the main research challenges in the field of DH revolves around the analysis of
extensive literary corpora. In fact, scholars usually deal with the intricacies of processing and
deriving meaningful insights from vast collections of narrative and literary data. In response
to this challenge, the so-called “distant reading” approach [2] is often employed, namely a
set of different techniques that offers a method for analysing large number of texts in a more
automated and quantitative manner. Instead of close, in-depth analysis of individual texts,
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distant reading looks at patterns, trends, and statistical data across a broad range of texts.
This approach is particularly useful for uncovering overarching themes, identifying linguistic
or stylistic trends, and making observations about literature on a larger scale. Moreover, it
allows researchers to gain some insights that might be difficult and time-consuming to discern
through traditional close reading methods. Nevertheless, this approach has its own set of
shortcomings [3]. Distant reading often falls short when it comes to capturing the nuances
and contextual complexity present in literary texts. It tends to prioritize quantitative patterns
and statistical analysis over qualitative aspects, potentially missing out on the subtle meanings,
interpretations and explanations that are fundamental in humanities research.

To address these limitations, the rapid proliferation of Semantic Web technologies and Artifi-
cial Intelligence (AI) techniques, has become increasingly prominent. In particular, Semantic
Web and Linked Data facilitate the creation of structured, semantically rich data representations
that enhance the contextual understanding of various types of cultural heritage texts [4, 5, 6, 7, 8].
This, in turn, allows for more nuanced and comprehensive analysis. Additionally, Machine
Learning (ML) and Natural Language Processing (NLP) techniques can be employed to automate
the extraction of meaning, sentiment, and relationships within literary corpora [9]. These
techniques enable the identification of themes, sentiments, and even the recognition of subtle
patterns within the text, offering a deeper layer of analysis beyond what distant reading alone
can provide. By combining the strengths of Semantic Web technologies with AI methodologies,
researchers in the DH domain can overcome the limitations of previous approach, allowing
for more robust, context-aware, and insightful analyses of large literary texts. This integration
opens up new possibilities for exploring and understanding humanities in an increasingly
data-driven world. Also, bridging AI and cultural heritage objects, such as the literary texts, not
only accelerates the processing of large volumes of data but also introduces avenues for nuanced
comprehension and contextualization, signifying a fundamental shift in how we approach and
engage with humanities research.

This paper aims to present the project “Women Writing around the Camera" (WOW) [10],
funded by PRIN 2022, whose objective is to create an ontology-based portal in the field of
humanities - following a similar approach to [11, 12, 13, 14, 15]. The WOW project will collect
semantic data regarding noteworthy writings of Italian actresses, the so-called “divagrafie",
with a specific focus on unveiling the intricate dynamics between writing, acting performance,
and the cultivation of a star’s image. This initiative builds upon the foundations established
by the project “Drawing a Map of Italian Actresses in Writing" (DaMA), funded by PRIN 2017,
which seeks to explore the scope, phenomenology, attributes, and historical trajectory of Italian
actresses’ writings (https://www.damadivagrafie.org/). The main goal of the WOW project is
to develop a semantic portal containing various resource materials related to the visual and
self-representative history of Italian actresses. This portal will facilitate a holistic examination,
bringing together various forms of documentation (mainly photographs and texts) through a
defined set of investigative methodologies, supported by AI techniques such as NLP and ML
ones.

This paper is organised as follows: Section 2 presents the main aspects of the divagrafie phe-
nomenon, which represents our application domain, while Section 3 outlines the methodology
for developing the portal. Finally, some potential applications and expected impacts are given
in Section 4.

https://www.damadivagrafie.org/


2. The Divagrafie Phenomenon

The intersection of literature and cinema presents a unique field of cultural expression, one
in which the narratives of actors and actresses transcend the silver screen to find a place
within the written word. Renowned figures such as Franca Valeri and Monica Vitti exemplify
this convergence, as their contributions span across the realms of acting, writing, and the
introspective genres of autobiography and divagations.

The phenomenon of divagrafie stands as a captivating and multifaceted aspect of Italian
cultural heritage, offering a unique view into the lives and experiences of Italian actresses who
transcended the boundaries of their profession to become authors in their own right. Coined by
Rizzarelli, the term “divagrafie" refers to the autobiographical writings produced by talented and
versatile women [16]. While traditional academic discourse often overlooked these writings,
they hold a deep significance for the study of both literary and cinematic history.

These texts are not mere chronicles of careers; they are literary artifacts that encapsulate the
hopes, dreams, and ambitions of women who made significant contributions to Italian cinema
and the broader world of entertainment. Through their writings, we not only gain insight into
the struggles and triumphs that shaped their careers, but also the broader cultural, societal, and
gender dynamics of the times in which these actresses thrived [17, 18].

Moreover, the study of divagrafie enriches our understanding of the intertwined relationship
between literature and cinema. It provides a unique lens through which we can explore the
convergence of artistic expression, offering a bridge between the worlds of storytelling on the
stage or screen and within the pages of a book. These writings offer a backstage pass to the
creative processes and personal reflections of these actresses, shedding light on the inspirations
and motivations that fueled their performances and writings.

By exploring these writings, scholars not only uncover hidden gems of Italian literary history
but also unravel the intricate connections between the art of acting and the art of storytelling. It
provides a nuanced perspective on how these actresses navigated their dual roles as performers
and authors, and it serves as a testament to the enduring impact of these women in Italian
cultural and artistic history.

3. The WOW Project Overview

The primary goal of this project is to create the WOW semantic portal, which builds upon the
ongoing research initiative known as DaMA. DaMA’s mission is to delve into the expansion,
phenomenology, characteristics, and historical progression of writings generated by Italian
actresses, with a specific emphasis on the interplay between writing, acting performance, and
the cultivation of their public image. These writings, referred to as divagrafie, constitute a
diverse and intriguing body of texts that have traditionally been overlooked by the academic
community. Despite their potential to significantly enhance our comprehension of stardom,
as expressed through self-narratives or fictional writings, their value within the realm of star
studies has only been partially recognized. Moreover, there exists a gap in the scholarship
regarding the intricate relationship between the writings of a specific actress and the formation
of her celebrity image.



This ongoing project is uncovering uncharted field and has thus far cataloged a substantial
number of texts, including 80 autobiographies authored by 47 actresses. This literary collection,
which is our primary focus, provides a distinctive testing ground for a convergent methodology
that integrates AI techniques, Semantic Web technologies, and the latest advancements in Film
and Media Studies, Literature, and Gender Studies. The DaMA team has thus far examined
these volumes through a meticulous close reading approach, spotlighting paradigmatic examples
and extracting various recurring themes. This analysis places particular emphasis on the
intersections with perspectives from performance and actors’ studies, as well as studies on
stardom and celebrities, and additionally incorporates the use of videographic analysis tools.

Building on the multidisciplinary approach pioneered by the DaMA’s research, current efforts
are focused on expanding the existing corpus and applying on it AI techniques and semantic
technologies. Below, we outline the key phases of our methodological approach:

1. Recognition of DaMA Project’s Outcomes and Data Integration. This phase entails
a thorough examination of all the materials collected by the DaMA research project
team. Additionally, this stage involves the integration of new resources. In fact, our focus
will be on retrieving visual materials – mostly photographs – housed in archives like
the Elisabetta Catalano archive (Rome), Museo di Fotografia Contemporanea - MuFoCo
archive (Cinisello Balsamo, MI), Museo del Cinema archive (Turin), Cinemazero archive,
Luisa Di Gaetano archive (Rome), and Archivia - Casa Internazionale delle Donne (Rome).
Furthermore, we intend to explore cinema and cultural periodicals to assess the circulation
and impact of work by female photographers in the national press.

2. Data Ingestion and Standardization. Once collected, the materials need to be trans-
formed into a standardized format, such as RDF (Resource Description Framework), as it
enables the creation of Linked Data, establishing meaningful connections between differ-
ent elements of the corpus. Moreover, the design of an ontology is crucial in this phase,
since it acts as the structural backbone, providing a common language for organizing
and interlinking the data [19]. Also, through the process of semantic annotation, each
individual piece of data - whether a text or an image - is enriched with semantic identifiers.
These annotations serve as the key to unlock the potential for meaningful queries and
connections within the knowledge graph. As an example, the photographs that Elisabetta
Catalano has taken of a variety of actors and actresses, writers and directors can be put
in relationships with all the excerpts in the Italian actresses’ autobiographies in which
the relations with the cultural field strongly emerge as a symptom of overcoming the
stereotype of actresses as a pure "not thinking" beautiful and fashioned body. As we can
see in Figure 1, Elisabetta Catalano’s photograph of Monica Vitti talking to Andy Warhol
can be intertwined with passages in her autobiographies related to art as a means of
self-expression and with other several entities and concepts in the corpus.

3. Knowledge Graph Construction. This phase relates the construction of the knowledge
graph. This involves setting up an RDF triple store, which serves as the repository for
our semantically annotated data. Each piece of information is represented in the form
of triples, allowing for efficient storage and retrieval. Additionally, AI techniques are
employed to further enhance and enrich the data. In particular, using ML algorithms
for visual content and NLP for textual content, we aim at extracting additional features



Figure 1: Example of entities and relationships in the examined corpus.

or insights from the data. This may include identifying and uncovering objects, themes,
sentiments, and more.

4. Portal Development and User Interface. The final step brings all the richly annotated
and interconnected data to the forefront through the development of a user-friendly web
portal. In this phase, we intend to investigate some automatic techniques for ontology
population, such as those presented in [20, 21]. The interface is meticulously designed
to ensure a seamless and intuitive user experience. By integrating a SPARQL endpoint,
users have the power to craft advanced queries, enabling them to explore the knowledge
graph in depth. Visualizations and exploration tools are implemented to present the data
dynamically. Network graphs, timelines, and interactive maps are employed to convey
the intricate relationships and contextual information encapsulated within the corpus.

By following these phases, our goal is to develop a comprehensive and accessible portal that
unlocks the intricate network of knowledge within this domain, seamlessly blending the power
of Semantic Web technologies and AI techniques.

4. Expected Impacts and Implications

The WOW project has significant potential applications in national and international research
communities. It will provide access to a comprehensive collection of materials focused on Italian
actresses, across various academic disciplines including Film Studies, Photography Studies,
Women’s Studies, and Literature Studies, among others. This initiative represents a pioneering
effort in creating a corpus adhering to the rigorous practices of the DH approach. Additionally,
the integration of semantic technologies will facilitate connections between data in the WOW
portal and other international archives, enhancing its global impact.

Beyond addressing a research gap in the study area, specifically the examination of the
relationship between women, photography, and cinema from a feminist perspective, this project
aspires to a more profound and significant objective. It seeks to contribute to the cultural
discourse in Italy, where gender issues, women’s emancipation, feminist heritage, and women’s



art are not yet adequately recognized as fundamental components of the country’s cultural
heritage. In terms of social impact, it will foster interest in cultural dynamics influenced by
gender issues and promote a greater societal awareness of the cultural role of women in Italian
society.

In alignment with the research objectives outlined in the National Research Program (PNR)
2021-2027 and the “Cultural Heritage" focus area of Horizon Europe, this project is poised to
significantly impact the cluster “Humanistic culture, creativity, social transformation, society of
inclusion” within the PNR, particularly the sub-category “Digital preservation and conservation
of cultural heritage”. All these research aspects will be considered within the development of
the WOW portal that will have an expected impact in supporting the digital transformation of
the cultural sector, but also strengthening the social inclusion, by reducing gender inequalities.
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