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The British Library

Inside the British Library
Space for 1200 readers, around 400,000 visitors per year

 Uses low oxygen and robots
Reading room and delivery to London

Document Supply and Storage at Boston Spa

Stockton-on-Tees
Author right to payment each time their books

 are borrowed from public libraries.

St Pancras, London, UK
Many books are stored 4 stories below the building
Legal Deposit Library – Reference only



Living Knowledge Vision (2015 – 2023)

Custodianship Research Business

Culture Learning International

Document:http://goo.gl/h41wW7 Speech:https://goo.gl/Py9uHK 

Roly Keating (Chief Executive Officer of the British Library)

To make our intellectual heritage accessible to everyone, 
for research, inspiration and enjoyment and be the most open, 

creative and innovative institution of its kind by 2023.

http://goo.gl/h41wW7
https://goo.gl/Py9uHK




Make things more accessible!

Help people:

Deal with the sheer scale of it

Avoid learning unfamiliar formats and methodologies

Explore the feel of collections, their ‘shape’

Navigate through the data in new meaningful ways

Discover old culture and make fun, new culture



Getting to the heart of it

British Library Labs works with researchers on their specific 
problems, trying to assess how widely this problem is felt.

With their help, we talk to communities of researchers and 
try to pinpoint what they need as opposed to what they think 
they need to ask us.



Collections – not just books!
> 180* million items

> 0.8* m serial titles

> 8* m stamps

> 14* m books

> 3* m sound recordings

> 4* m maps

> 1.6* m musical scores

> 0.3* m manuscripts

> 60* m patents

King’s Library *Estimates



Researchers often ask for all the content 
we have.

What does that mean in practice?



Taking a peek at our Open Data

A digitised book…



002819694







OCR XML Generated by ABBY Fine Reader



Optically Character Recognised (OCR)
generated Text

Scanned Page

Image on Flickr 
Commons

https://goo.gl/AC43vs

https://goo.gl/AC43vs




http://mechanicalcurator.tumblr.com/
https://twitter.com/MechCuratorBot


http://www.flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary/sets


Tagathon found nearly 30,000 maps!

https://wikimedia.org.uk/wiki/Digital_maps_Halloween_tagathon,_October_2014


Georeferencing - http://bl.uk/maps





Hey There Young Sailor (Official Video) - The Impatient 
Sisters

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bcOP1E5bRE0


Off the Map competition!

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uuG5sAtEZzs


John Cooper, https://www.flickr.com/photos/atomicshed/2436324958   CC-BY-NC-ND 2.0

Let’s talk about those easy but hard questions...

https://www.flickr.com/photos/atomicshed/2436324958


Metadata for 
all 19th 
Century 
books 

1 pixel
=

1 character 
in the 

bibliographic 
metadata 
records



“I am 
interested in 

travel 
accounts in 

Europe during 
the 19th 
Century”



2013 Competition winners
http://labs.bl.uk/Ideas+for+Labs 

Pieter Francois

http://labs.bl.uk/Ideas+for+Labs
http://samplegenerator.cloudapp.net


Bias in digitisation

The tool was made to give a statistically valid sample.

Due to the paltry amount digitised, it showed how skewed 
the digital corpus is, compared to the overall holdings.

Allen B. Riddell in “Where are the novels?”* estimates that 
using HathiTrust’s corpus:

“... about 58%—somewhere between 47% and 68%—of 
the 2,903 novels [all publications in English between 1800 
and 1836] have publicly accessible scans.”

* (2012) https://ariddell.org/where-are-the-novels.html

https://ariddell.org/where-are-the-novels.html


#bldigital
~ 3 %* digitised

* estimate

Digitisation

Often through Partnerships with
Commercial & Other Organisations

Bias in digitisation

http://goo.gl/bR9UJ
L

Sample Generator

http://goo.gl/bR9UJL
http://goo.gl/bR9UJL


Open Licensed Digital Content?

15% Openly 
Licensed

Around 10%* available online

Working through

Breakdown by collection*
Manuscripts 59%
Books 9%
Maps and Views 7%
Newspapers 3%
Archives and Records 3%
Paintings, Prints and Drawings 2%

*Based on digitisation projects

Largest proportion of funding
Public / Private Partnership

15%* Openly Licensed
85%* Available onsite

*Estimates



Typical pattern of research for Labs

•Finding “invisible things in ‘messy historical 
data”

•Unearthing / unlocking hidden histories and 
data to stimulate new research

•Celebrating histories / data creatively 
through events, art and performance



People have a Hierarchy of Needs

Most of these depend on their predecessors:

• Navigating: I would like to find a thing, see a thing.
• Exploring: What sort of things do you have? What’s 

missing?
• Filtering (common): I want all of your blue/19thC/London 

things.
• Reusing: I want to create new data using this as my 

base.
• Labelling: Add more metadata about a thing
• Combining: Link to other relevant data; build corpora
• Training: Correlations



Finding things in messy OCR text

Mrs Folly
• Clean up some manually
• Get human ‘ground truth’
• Write code to find things 

reliably in it automatically
• Try code on messy content
• Tweak if necessary
• Digital ‘lasso’ around content
• Human sift through

Mrs Folly





Katrina Navickas (2015) 
Political Meetings Mapper

http://politicalmeetingsmapper.co
.uk https://goo.gl/Qq78Oa 

Labs Symposium 
2015

https://goo.gl/BSA3be

Interview 
2015

The Chartist 
Newspaper

http://goo.gl/vOLSn
H 

Chartist Monster Meeting

Chartists Walking Tour and 
Re-enactment London

http://politicalmeetingsmapper.co.uk/
http://politicalmeetingsmapper.co.uk/
https://goo.gl/Qq78Oa
https://goo.gl/BSA3be
http://goo.gl/vOLSnH
http://goo.gl/vOLSnH


Virtual Infrastructure for OCR text

OCR text scraped from 
digitised newspapers

and in cloud

Jupyter notebook
Write python code and results 

in browser
http://jupyter.org 

Access available for researchers ‘in residence’

http://jupyter.org/


Black Abolitionists
In the UK

Researcher: Hannah Rose Murray



Black Abolitionist Performances & their 
Presence in Britain (2016) – Hannah-Rose Murray

Aberdeen Journal, 5 February 1851 “Fugitive Slaves”

Aberdeen Journal, 14 April 1847
“Frederick Douglass, The Emancipated Slave”

Frederick
Douglass

Ellen
Craft

Josiah
Henson

Ida B 
Wells

A Performance by 
Joe Williams & 

Martelle Edinborough

http://frederickdouglassinbritain.com/

http://frederickdouglassinbritain.com/


Data-mining verse in 18th Century newspapers
BL Labs Project 16-17, Jennifer Batt

https://goo.gl/5Akthd

Slides courtesy Jennifer BattJennifer Batt @ the BL on World Poetry Day

https://goo.gl/5Akthd


SherlockNet: Competition Winner 2016
Karen Wang, Luda Zhao and Brian Do

Using Convolutional Neural Networks to Automatically Tag and Caption 
the British Library Flickr Commons 1 million Image Collection

12 categories

>20 million tags added 
>100,000 captions

bit.ly/sherlocknet

Pooled surrounding 
OCR text on page 

from similar images
Used Microsoft COCO (photographs) & 

British Museum Prints and Drawings
collections as training sets.

Tags
Captions

http://bit.ly/sherlocknet


A pattern has formed:

This is not a surprise.

It is important to be explicit about this pattern, as there has 
been an false assumption (on data provider’s part) that 
data-based work must start at the Investigation phase.

In other words, the conversation started with: “tell us 
specifically what you want to do and will discover and we’ll let 
you try.”



Rough timescales and themes

Phase name Typical Duration Characteristics

Initial Hours to a few weeks Conversation and initial scoping and feasibility

Exploration 2 weeks set period Commodity environment, broad exploration

Transition 
(Investigation)

Months (funding bid 
schedule dependent)

Funding, milestones, scoping, capability

Investigation Months to year
(2 wk milestones 
recommended)

Specialised environment, narrower data focus

Completion 2 months set period Save or delete; Publish, “archive” or perish



Exploration:

Exploration phase allows a researcher to:

● understand the data in an open-ended fashion,
● discover potential tools to work with the data,
● gain awareness of their capabilities and limitations,
● develop a firmer research query and gauge the costs and 

time needed and the risks it entails.

Outputs of the exploration are not intended to be shareable, 
beyond personal experience and key features (data size, 
formats, tool successes, etc).



labs.bl.uk

 



Artistic / Creative Works

http://goo.gl/dM8ie
A

Mario Klingeman (2015)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q3SBxO34
Zlc

David Normal 2014 and 2015

http://goo.gl/bNxGZZ

Kris Hoffman (2016)

https://goo.gl/Qilqq
T 

Jiayi Chong 2016 Ling Low 2016

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bcOP1E5bRE0

https://www.facebook.com/RealmlandStory/ 
Paul Rand Pierce 2016

A Hat on the Ground Spells 
trouble

Tragic Looking 
Women

44 Men who Look 44
(Notice the direction faces)

http://goo.gl/dM8ieA
http://goo.gl/dM8ieA
https://goo.gl/QilqqT
https://goo.gl/QilqqT
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bcOP1E5bRE0
https://www.facebook.com/RealmlandStory/


Imaginary Cities – BL Labs Project 16-17
Michael Takeo Magruder

https://goo.gl/4ARwTy

An artistic exploration seeking to create provocative fictional cityscapes for the 
Information Age from the British Library’s digital collection of historic urban maps

https://goo.gl/4ARwTy






David Normal
http://www.davidnormal.com/





“Crossroads of Curiosity” 
(20th June -> November, 2015)







Sarah Cole, Poetic Places
Creative-Entrepreneur-In-Residence
http://www.poeticplaces.uk/ 

http://www.poeticplaces.uk/


What is Poetic Places?

•A free, native app for Android and iOS devices.

•Bring poetic depictions of places into the physical world, 
helping people to encounter literature and heritage in 
relevant locations, accompanied by materials drawn from 
cultural heritage collections.

•Brings literature and heritage into everyday life in 
unexpected moments. Serendipitous discovery; not tours.

•Browse the poems and places without being in situ. 





Summary

● Services that allow for useful exploration are sadly rare.
● The services that are used shape people’s expectation of the data. A “Search” 

service is built from many compromises and configuration choices, often 
hidden.

● Exploring data is difficult to do on large datasets and often requires specific 
skills and capabilities.

● The British Library is looking for the best way to support the normal pattern of 
data-led research, and how to grow it.



My contact details:
ben.osteen@bl.uk

@benosteen (twitter)

Links:

labs@bl.uk ← for all Labs-related contact.

http://labs.bl.uk

http://mechanicalcurator.tumblr.com 

https://flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary

https://github.com/bl-labs

http://britishlibrary.typepad.co.uk/digital-scholarship/2013/12/a-million-first-steps.html

mailto:ben.osteen@bl.uk
mailto:labs@bl.uk
http://labs.bl.uk
http://mechanicalcurator.tumblr.com
http://flickr.com/photos/britishlibrary
https://github.com/bl-labs
http://britishlibrary.typepad.co.uk/digital-scholarship/2013/12/a-million-first-steps.html

