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Growing content
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But still chained
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Texts, corpora, scale

“Literary scholars and historians have in the past been limited

in their analyses of print culture by the constraints of physical

archives and human capacity. A lone scholar cannot read,

much less make sense of, millions of newspaper pages.

With the aid of computational linguistics tools and digitized

corpora, however, we are working toward a large-scale,

systemic understanding of how texts were valued and

transmitted during this period”

David A. Smith, Ryan Cordell, and Elizabeth Maddock Dillon, ‘Infectious 

Texts: Modeling Text Reuse in Nineteenth-Century Newspapers’ (2013) 

http://www.ccs.neu.edu/home/dasmith/infect-bighum-2013.pdf

http://www.ccs.neu.edu/home/dasmith/infect-bighum-2013.pdf
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“Reading individual works is as irrelevant as 

describing the architecture of a building from 

a single brick, or the layout of a city from a 

single church”

Franco Moretti, Stanford
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Transformations in research and 

scholarship

The production, use and 

integration of digital content, 

services and tools to facilitate 

scholarship and research

Allows research questions to 

be investigated in new ways

Using new tools and methods 

Leading to new discoveries 

Generating new understanding

Across many disciplines

Needed change

1. Digital content

2. Tools and services

3. Methods

4. Engagement

5. Capacity

Digital Scholarship
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So what now? 

• Libraries and archives have spent the last two decades creating 

digital assets through digitisation and preserving born-digital 

objects.

• We can use technology to do more than simply discover these 

digital objects

• We can embrace the opportunities afforded by analysing these 

digital collections at scale.

• If scholars view our archives as an infinite pool of multiple layers of 

loosely held data from which new research questions can be wrung 

then so must we.

• The Library needs to provide services beyond simple resource 

discovery - more than helping a single user find a single item or 

object via a catalogue
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BL Response

• A cross-disciplinary mix of 

curators, librarians and 

programmers

• The Digital Research Team 

explores how digital technologies 

are re/shaping research and how 

this informs how the library does 

its business. 

• Encourage and support scholars 

of all disciplines & developers to 

do innovative research with and 

across the library’s diverse digital 

content. 

James Baker

Nora McGregor

Stella Wisdom

Aquiles 

Alencar-Brayner

Mahendra Mahey

Ben O’Steen
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It is about helping the British 

Library acclimatise to the 

idea that the Library is 

becoming a place full of 

data as much as it is a place 

full of physical stuff, and that 

there is a growing 

community of users who 

see it that way.

Digital Scholarship Training Programme



www.bl.uk 13



www.bl.uk 14

British Library Labs 2014 Competition

Calling all researchers, scholars, trailblazers and software developers! 

We want you to propose an innovative and transformative project idea by 

22 April that uses the British Library's digital collections.

Two entries will be anounced on 23 May

Winners have the chance to work in 'residence' (expenses paid) on their 

project with the Labs team between April and Nov. 

The work will be showcased at an event in November / December, with a 

first prize of £3,000 and second prize of £1000.

http://labs.bl.uk/Digital+Collections
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http://samplegenerator.cloudapp.net

Labs 2013 winner

• Pieter Francois -

postdoctoral researcher at 

the University of Oxford

• Focus on European travel in 

the 19th Century

• Uses statistical methods to 

support text analysis

• Tool produces representative 

samples of texts based on 

search criteria

http://samplegenerator.cloudapp.net/
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Off the Map Competition

A challenge for videogame design students to turn historic maps and engravings from the 

British Library collections into a 3D environment using Crytek's CRYENGINE software. 

Pudding Lane Productions, a team of six second-year students from De Montfort 

University, Leicester, won first prize.

Their work was showcased at GameCity, an annual festival of videogame culture.

http://youtu.be/SPY-hr-8-M0 (Flythrough starts at 0:50)

http://youtu.be/SPY-hr-8-M0
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The Mechanical Curator
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Extracting Images from OCR

18

<?xml version="1.0" 

encoding="UTF-8" ?> 

- <mets:mets 

xmlns:xsi="http://ww

w.w3.org/2001/XML

Schema-instance" 

xmlns:mets="http://w

ww.loc.gov/METS/" 

xsi:schemaLocation=

"http://www.loc.gov/

METS/ 

http://www.loc.gov/

standards/mets/ver

sion18/mets.xsd 

info:lc/xmlns/premi

s-v2 

Image snipped out

Algorithmically

From XML

Image taken from page 207 of 'London and its Environs. A 

picturesque survey of the metropolis and the suburbs ... 

Translated by Henry Frith. With ... illustrations'

XML

http://emergenceofdhbook.tumblr.com/
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Face Recognition of 19th Century Faces

The face-recognition algorithm  worked 

better for female faces than men’s 
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http://www.flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/
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http://mechanicalcurator.tumblr.com/
http://mechanicalcurator.tumblr.com/
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>120 million image views 

since launch on 13th

December 2013

>50,000 tags added

>30,000 images favourited

Users have uncovered:

>2000 maps

>4000 portraits

>250 ships

>750 illustrated book covers

4 cats 

and 2 libraries

Mechanical Curator In Numbers 

Top Favourites:

56  http://flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/11139197046

55  http://flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/11307051005

52  http://flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/11307158676

44  http://flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/11307140236

42  http://flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/11307137526

http://flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/11139197046
http://flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/11307051005
http://flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/11307158676
http://flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/11307140236
http://flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/11307137526
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Creative Uses

http://blpublic

domain.wikisp

aces.com/Cre

ative+Projects

http://blpublicdomain.wikispaces.com/
http://blpublicdomain.wikispaces.com/
http://blpublicdomain.wikispaces.com/Creative+Projects
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Benefits

• Robust commercial-grade hardware and networking

• Scalable storage and computation

• Simple configuration and use

• Isolation from in-house IT infrastructure

• Simpler data transfer

• Ease of experimentation

• Pathway to production
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Fits to five things researchers want

• Focus on my research

• Feel at home

• Bring my own tools

• Be creative

• Start small - but finish big

• There is still work for infrastructure providers to do!
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Challenges

• User identification, authentication and authorisation

• Managing a library of virtual machines

• Managing access to content

• Hybrid models for complex licensing, ownership, copyright

• Pricing and business models

• Packaging content for researchers

• Dataset identification and citation
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More than a fad…

“The emergence of the new digital humanities isn’t an

isolated academic phenomenon. The institutional and

disciplinary changes are part of a larger cultural shift, inside

and outside the academy, a rapid cycle of emergence and

convergence in technology and culture”

Steven E Jones, Emergence of the Digital Humanities (2013) 

http://emergenceofdhbook.tumblr.com/

And the cloud is key to providing scholars, researchers, 

and the public with the resources they need

http://emergenceofdhbook.tumblr.com/


#bldigital

http://britishlibrary.typepad.co.uk/digital-scholarship

Thanks

Discussion

Remember: Labs 2014 

submissions by 22 April
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Thank you!


