
MASA is one of the consortia of the Research Infrastructure 
(IR*) Huma-Num, led by ten inter-institutional partners 
among which the Maisons des Sciences de l’Homme (MSH) 
play a fundamental role. It was born out of the pressing 
need to safeguard the archives of archaeologists and ar-
chaeological sites. In the first phase (2013-2016), the skills 
of the consortium partners were mobilised for the proces-
sing - from digitisation to publication - of archaeological 
data and archives. Proof of concept, established from these 
experimental fields, are intended to demonstrate the sha-
ring and interoperability of data. The second phase, which 
has just been completed (2017-2020), consisted in bringing 
these building blocks together to form a digital ecosystem 
according to the data life cycle, in line with the FAIR (Fin-
dable, Accessible, Interoperable, Reusable) principles. The 
objective of the third phase, which is now beginning, is to 
disseminate the tools and good practices to the archaeo-
logical community.

The consortium is based on observations that are largely 
shared with other disciplines in the humanities and social 
sciences. First of all, the one inherent in the discipline itself: 
archaeological excavation is, by definition, largely destruc-
tive of its own object of study. As the experiment is not re-
newable, the recording of field data, together with all the 
material collected, constitutes an irreplaceable archive of 
excavations, which can be described as primary data. The 
second observation concerns the constitution of this do-
cumentation, which gives rise to archives identifiable by 
person or site. Then there is the nature of the excavation 
notebooks, more or less structured, from the logbook re-
lating the account of discoveries to the information system 
according to formalised recording units. Finally, the main 
observation is that of a great heterogeneity, itself a source 
of information. The successive steps of computerisation, 
punctuated by the accessibility of new tools and methods, 
have each brought their share of attempts at universal ho-
mogenisation, most of which were aborted or fortunately 
abandoned. In order to meet the needs of safeguarding and 
making available archival holdings, as well as interconnec-
tions and cross-queries of datasets, the MASA consortium’s 
efforts have been deployed along two lines. The first focuses 

on good archiving practices and data management plans, 
which are increasingly considered by funding agencies as 
mandatory deliverables of research projects. The second’s 
work on interoperability has led to a move towards the se-
mantic web.

Firmly anchored in the dynamics of open science, MASA 
is a vector for the dissemination of FAIR principles in the 
archaeological community. The objective is to promote 
the FAIRisation of data, like those made available by the 
consortium partners, which are progressively feeding the 
OpenArchaeo platform dedicated to the publication of da-
tasets in the semantic Web. The consortium benefits from 
the exceptional skills of researchers and engineers from the 
universities and the CNRS, who have collectively achieved a 
very high level of expertise in each step of the conduct of a 
digital project. This robust base and the consortium’s deter-
mined commitment to the application and dissemination of 
FAIR principles has led to the creation of a digital ecosystem 
structured according to the data life cycle.

MASA’s work has an echo beyond the borders of France and 
is reflected in its collaborations in international projects. 
In France, MASA works not only with other Huma-Num 
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cognition of the work and expertise of the consortium.

MASA’s objective is to mobilise the French archaeologi-
cal community in all its dimensions around data sharing 
(Ministry of Culture, National Council for Archaeological 
Research, public preventive archaeology - Inrap and local 
authorities - and private archaeology, French archaeolo-
gy abroad - Network of French Schools abroad and Mixed 
Units of French Research Institutes abroad - UMIFRE -, uni-
versities, CNRS and learned societies). The consortium of-
fers training in good practices and in the range of tools that 
make up the digital ecosystem (MASA has, for example, set 
up training in CIDOC CRM using a card game). The challenge 
is to disseminate on a large scale practices and tools for the 
provision of interoperable archaeological corpora in natio-
nal and international platforms.

consortia, but also with other communities in the field of 
cultural heritage that solicit the consortium on the issues of 
interoperability and the semantic Web. This double, inter-
disciplinary opening, towards cultural heritage on the one 
hand and artificial intelligence on the other hand, means re-
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