
 
  



People and Place 
The life of the community of a rural 19th-century town as seen 
through historical records 
 
 
Methods: Content analysis, ethnography, and relationship mapping 
 
 
Aims: To understand the social dynamics and community life in the 19th-century Polish rural 
border town of Dubienka, I chose to analyse the content of archival documents starting from 
1801 and ending in 1901. I aimed to use the created database to map the relationships 
between people, shed more life on their collective story, and improve historical knowledge 
about this community. 
 

 
 
Why I chose these methods: 
The primary method was content analysis to learn more about the people of Dubienka to 
gather the information that could be a basis for some statistical context. Very few personal 
written texts or personal artefacts remain from the 19th century Dubienka, especially after 
the German occupation in the 1940s, so using archival church records was my best chance to 
understand the social landscape of Dubienka in the 19th century.  
In most cases, these archival records contain detailed information about the names of the 
next of kin. Based on the old documents' data, connect the families in a relationship map, and 
getting information from various sources helped me collate and cross-reference to reduce the 
possibility of errors in the relationship mapping. Thus, I could generate quantitative data and 
gain more complex knowledge of the town by using and studying old documents.  
The database I created through the content analysis could serve further research for both 
academic and artistic purposes. The data can be used for generative art, machine learning, 
and big data visualisation algorithms and have a more practical use for the individuals who 
research their family history. 
 
 
 

Additional historical context: Dubienka is now a tiny village in Eastern Poland, divided from 
Ukraine by a natural river border. In the 19th century, Dubienka was a town, but it never 
recovered from population loss in the 20th-century wars. A demotion to village status 
followed. 19th-century Dubienka was a colourful mix of ethnicities and religions. 
Unfortunately, it is tough to trace existing documents about the town's Jewish population, 
albeit they were influential in shaping its economy. 
A typical ethnic heritage of a person whose ancestry is traced to Dubienka is described with 
the adjective 'kresowe' in Polish from the noun 'Kresy' – meaning frontiers. The genetic 
makeup of a few people I studied whose families lived in Dubienka for generations includes 
Polish, Ukrainian, Russian, Ashkenazi Jewish, and traces of other Slavic and Balkan heritage. 
 



What I did: 
I collated documents from various sources such as the National Archives in Poland and 
Ukraine and scans from multiple genealogy websites. The archival documents I used are from 
roman-catholic and orthodox Christian faith groups. Still, there is a potential to collate 
documents about the town's Jewish population in the future to present a more diverse study 
of the community.   
I gathered all available records in the form of indexed and unindexed scans. I took notes by 
hand, generated databases in Excel, and transcribed the most crucial information from the 
papers using a simple indexing programme written by a fellow genealogy enthusiast. For 
relationship tracing, I relied at first on notebooks filled with scribbled information. I need to 
piece the information together like a jigsaw puzzle. 
I intended to present my findings in a stimulating and visually engaging way. In terms of 
graphical design, statistical data can be expressed using traditional data visualisation tools 
such as charts or bars. Still, I wanted to think of presenting the data in a more interpretative 
way by using imagery connected to the town, such as the old map of Dubienka and samples 
of handwriting. I took a creative approach and presented the findings through more abstract 
graphic design. Of course, the results I generated are not wholly representative of the entire 
community, given that the part of the Jewish population data is missing. 
 
How I did it: 
I used national archives, FamilySearch, and websites (www.genealodzy.pl, 
szukajwarchivach.gov.pl) and contacted university publishers and researchers to gather 
available church records. I sifted through records in Latin, Polish, Russian, and Ukrainian. I 
transcribed the data, catalogued it, and connected the people using a mainstream, 
commercial family history site (myheritage.com). It was more practical to use an existing tool 
for public engagement to communicate with people who had old photographs and personal 
stories of relatives in Dubienka and see the immediate effect of my efforts. Every person on 
the community tree of 10000 people can connect to others. To improve my knowledge of the 
diversity of Dubienka, I took a DNA test and asked my mother to do one as well. For the past 
several generations, many of her ancestors lived in Dubienka. The MyHeritage site tree I 
manage contains some data from neighbouring villages and parishes because I often had to 
cross-reference information. Some migration at short distances was also present. 
 
 
Findings: 
Using the detailed information extracted from these documents, I managed to create a map 
of relationships between the families of Dubienka, making it an extended community tree 
rather than a family tree. I also wanted to understand the minutia of life in a rural community 
when people had limited access to education, travel and new professional opportunities. I 
hoped that generating data could reveal a broader picture of what the people could expect 
from life, such as what would be their marriage arrangements, family life and social mobility 
prospects. 
The emerging pattern shows that people often trained and passed professions to their 
children. The whole family ran a business together. An interesting social dynamic existed 
within the Greek orthodox community as existing records show that the orthodox clergy 
made elaborate arrangements for their children to marry the children of other orthodox 
priests, thus creating a very insular group. Women were likely to marry early, the average age 



at the time of the first marriage being 21 for women and 26 for men. Most marriages 
happened between November and March to allow the community to focus on seasonal work 
the rest of the year. Sometimes, a large extended family shared one house or neighbouring 
houses, indicating that families often lived and worked closely together. Landowners or land 
workers tended to live in the same place while people with established professions moved 
around according to the demand for their skills. 
I identified a few instances of what I can call moments of community trauma, such as 
devastating fires that swept through Dubienka several times in the 19th century and a major 
deadly cholera outbreak in the summer of 1855. I also managed to identify a few instances 
when the social landscape of the town shifted, for example, due to the exile of politically 
active citizens in the 1830s, the influx of colonists from central Poland in the 1870s, Russian 
government banning Greek-orthodox worship in 1874. The records also show significant 
population growth in the late 19th century, despite the population departure from the town 
of Dubienka in favour of farming in neighbouring villages and permanent immigration to the 
United States of younger citizens in the 1890s due to socio-economic issues. 
To a large extent, apart from the birth, marriage and death records, people from a lower social 
class, to which we can classify citizens of Dubienka, had a relatively limited presence in 
historical documents and limited means of social mobility. I wanted to learn more about their 
lives and create a timeline of events that affected the community. The question of who is 
represented in history interests me and focusing on discovering the reality of the long-gone 
people of that town was a project I saw as valuable from a historical, social, anthropological, 
and philosophical perspective, so my findings intended to shed light on these factors. 
 
The tree (now containing 20000 people) can be viewed here: Dubienka  
 
 
Reflections on how it can be improved 
I am still experimenting with how to build a manageable, viewable, and searchable 3D model 
of the community. The following steps will involve filling up the archival gaps, locating the 
missing records and adding the Jewish population data. The further use of the database I 
created is to model a big model or generate it through comma-separated value files with 
software such as Gephi. 
The other angle of research that I wanted to explore is tactics and methods of making the 
historical data like my community tree relevant and understandable for a wider audience. 
This research has the potential to serve the current community to celebrate and learn about 
the heritage of Dubienka. A plan to present it through public engagement methods is under 
consideration. 
I imagined the relationship model I wanted to create as a 3D model that could contain all the 
crisscrossing connections through marriages in Dubienka. However, I am still researching the 
best tool to visualise the amount of data available. I was considering assigning coordinates to 
each person to generate a data map.  
There is a proposal to use neural networks to map the genealogical data, but it is still mainly 
in a theoretical phase. There is emerging use of machine learning in genomics (LAI-Net: Local-
Ancestry Inference with Neural Networks; https://arxiv.org/abs/2004.10377), and it has the 
potential to be used in healthcare (Digital Family History Data Mining with Neural Networks: 
A Pilot Study; https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4739442/). 
 

https://www.myheritage.com/site-family-tree-675656271/dubienka
https://arxiv.org/abs/2004.10377
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4739442/


 
Who else is doing something similar in research and design? 
Dr Marek Jerzy Minakowski is a historian, genealogy researcher and proponent of using 
machine learning in social genealogy. He created a vast database of people connected to 
Poland and its history, such as royalty, aristocracy, politicians, artists, and scientists, etc. While 
his work celebrates the common Polish heritage, it is focused on people who had the societal 
privilege and who are represented in history, while in my own practice, I focused on 
researching rural communities. 
 
In terms of my design choices on how I represented the collected data, I looked at the Dear 
Data project by Giorgia Lupi and Stefanie Posadec, who collaborated on a visual 
representation of their personal data, which became an art project. Their work was 
informative and personal and showed intricate information through patterns, colours, and 
illustration. It was helpful to my own work on this project and experimentation on how I 
present the findings in a non-academic way. 
 
Big data researchers 
My interest in building a community database that is not bound by a two-dimensional model 
of viewing led me to explore data science big data visualisation methods. Network 
visualisation, graph visualisation or link analysis are processes used to visually present 
networks of connected entities as links and nodes. While network visualisation is used by 
commercial enterprises and companies to identify patterns and spot emerging trends, I 
believe it can be used to create an interactive graph to map a community for my research. 
The scalability and the interactivity are the main attraction of this approach, as static; single 
perspective graphs do not allow people to understand the context and focus on specific 
connections.  
An example of research I looked at that closely corresponded to the intent of my project, as 
it was not focused on presenting customer data but research, was Visualising Networks of 
Scientific Research by Chris Belter.  
https://www.infotoday.com/online/may12/Belter-Visualizing-Networks-of-Scientific-
Research.shtml 
 
 
Update: In February 2022, I received additional resources from Ukrainian archives that 
partially filled in the gaps in my document collection. 
Update: April 2022. Due to my work on the database, I was contacted by professional and 
amateur genealogy researchers from Ukraine, Australia, Poland, the United States, and 
Argentina who used my findings. Most amateur researchers had only a vague idea of their 
families and heritage. I also took part in a search for the family of one adoptee and one person 
living in Kazakhstan who was displaced from Dubienka as a child around 1940. On a personal 
note, I managed to find connections with many new cousins with whom I had ancestors in 
common. 
 

http://www.dear-data.com/theproject
http://www.dear-data.com/theproject

