
A Digital Sound Archive for the 
First World War: restoring a voice 
to silenced histories and research 

trajectories
Angelo Agosti - PhD Candidate in Oral and Digital 
History at University of Padua / at Ca’ Foscari 

University



PhD project: an 
overview

• PhD research project titled Digital Sound Archive at 
Veneto War Memorial (UniPD-UniVE-Veneto War 
Memorial)

• Funded by National Recovery and Resilience Plan 
(NRRP)

• The goal is to create the first digital repository (in 
Italy) to collect voices of First World War 
witnesses and folk songs related to the WWI, voices 
collected by Italian oral historians and 
ethnomusicologists (1950-1999)

• Hosted on Phaidra –long-term open access to digital 
collections

• Backup copies stored on NAS servers at Veneto War 
Memorial and at University of Padua



Building the Digital Sound Archive

Many archives forgotten or 
inaccessible due to lack of 

institutional support
No previous national survey 
on Great War oral materials

Required extensive field 
research to locate 

interviews

41 oral archives 
identified — about 80% 
are private collections

Step 1: Identifying existing 
oral archives 



Step 2: 
Investigating 
the archivists

Studied how and why 
these recordings were 
made — who 
collected them and 
with what aims

Reconstruct the 
history of oral 
historian–archivists to 
contextualize archives 
on Phaidra

Found that most 
researchers 
were independent, 
working in regional 
networks 

Prepare short 
introductory 
summaries for the 
presentation page of 
each archive on 
Phaidra

-The majority of the archives have not 
been studied-



A Leap into the 
Unknown: State 
of the Art and 
Answers The autonomy of these researchers in archiving their 

material can be seen as a sign of democratic vitality 
(Clemente P., 1995), but it has also resulted in major 
preservation and accessibility issues. 

Milestone: our digital sound archive will provide access to a 
body of sources, interviews, and ethnomusicological recordings 
that were previously unavailable.

Only brief reflections have 
addressed how to publish 
private oral archives online 
(Niri V., 2022; Larson M. 
2023; Agosti A., 2024).

Oral history maintains that one should not provide access to an 
archive without first exploring both the history of the producer 

— the oral historian — and the archive itself
(Contini C. 1993; Clemente P., 2013; Scotti M., 2023).



Key Questions Emerging from Our Work 
with Phaidra

• How can we make visible a heritage that has so 
far been kept within private homes, once it enters a digital and open-ac
cess space like Phaidra?

• How can we preserve the meanings attributed to these archives by 
the oral historians and ethnomusicologists who created them?

• And how can we highlight on Phaidra the history 
of these archives and the ways in which they were built?

Restoring a voice to oral historians and their 
archives on Phaidra 

This is the only 
way to ensure 
that Phaidra 

users can reuse 
the sources 
correctly.

It allows users to discover 
alternative ways of doing 
research (on Phaidra).



How to restore a voice to oral 
historians and their archives: a case 
study.  Camillo Pavan’s Archive

•Camillo Pavan: journalist and oral historian from Treviso
•Farming background, largely outside academic circles
•Occasionally part of a regional network of oral historians 
and ethnomusicologists (Veneto)
•Archive contents: ~170 interviews with civilian and 
military First World War witnesses-Largest oral archive on 
the Great War in Italy
•Publications: 3 volumes of oral history (Pavan, 1997; 
2004a; 2004b)
•Archive location: private home, recently digitized for 
PhD project

Archive of Camillo Pavan, Camillo with a witness, 
1998_08a

Key challenge: How to help users of Phaidra 
understand the archive’s history, creation process, 
and meaning attributed by Pavan. How can we 
restore a voice to the historian and to his archive?



To restore a voice to 
the historians and to 
their archives: few 
measures on Phaidra

1.  life-story interview with the historians 
who created the archives

The presentation page on Phaidra



2. Fieldwork within the archives

Same progressive 
number



The presentation page on 
Phaidra

Brief description 
results from 
fieldwork

2. 



3. Accompany the 
interviews with the 
original transcripts and 
the oral historian’s 
notes.

Original transcripts e 
photographs  

Dedicated page for an interview in 
Camillo Pavan’s Archive

To help the user to 
contextualize the 
interviews

To spark curiosity 
about Pavan’s 
method



Results (expected)

The digital sound archive on Phaidra becomes a 
foundation for a social history of historiography, based 
on field research, not only books (e.g. Camillo Pavan’s 
pioneering method)

Field analyses, interviews with historian, historians’ 
transcripts and notes, and photographs show how to 
reuse the sources

Our digital sound archive collects testimonies and 
preserves experiences, supporting more democratic 
research practices (outside the Academia).



Thank you for 
your time! 
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