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The Digital Scholarship Department

Mission

Enable the use of the British Library’s digital      
collections for research, inspiration, creativity, and     
enjoyment.

Goal 

Ensure the Library is able to meet the 
emerging needs of everyone who wants 
to deeply integrate digital content, data, 
and methods into their work.



What is Digital Research?

Uses digital technologies to change the way 
research is done, and make it possible to tackle 
new research questions.

Digital tools and computational methods have 
transformed two fundamental aspects of 
research: finding information and interpreting it

Benefits:
• Scale: Explore a bigger body of material 

computationally – distant reading
• Perspective: See trends, patterns and 

relationships not apparent from close 
reading

• Speed: Test an idea or hypothesis on a 
large dataset
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Big Data + Old History

https://youtu.be/tp4y-_VoXdA
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How do we support digital research/ers?

• Improve access and use of our digital collections by 
experimenting with digital technologies and collaborating 
on a wide range of digital projects

• Create and support Collaborative PhD opportunities for 
undertaking novel digital research

• Offer both general digital research support and guidance
and more advanced support (BL Labs Digital Research 
support)

• Enhance digital skills for British Library staff through our 
Digital Scholarship Training Programme

• Engage with and keep current with global conversations on 
digital tools, standards and interfaces

• Knowledge sharing through our blog posts and twitter



https://iro.bl.uk/



https://bl.iro.bl.uk/



What are Digital Research Methods and Tools?

These can be applied to digital collections and data, e.g. spreadsheets, 
machine-readable text or digital images.
Examples of some of the tools and methods you might be interested in 
exploring further:

• Create machine-readable text for search/analysis (OCR/HTR)
• Work more efficiently with our data and keep it tidy (data 

cleaning)
• Visualising your data in order to view trends or to communicate it 

(data viz)
• Applying classifications to, and/or analysing text (text & data 

mining, topic modelling, named-entity recognition)
• Spatial analysis or visualisation, georeferencing, spatial storytelling 

(digital mapping)
• Public participation in tasks on a digital platform (crowdsourcing)
• Automatically extracting, analysing and understanding useful 

information from a sequence of images (computer vision)

OCR/HTR

Data Cleaning

Data Visualisation

Text and Data Mining

Digital Mapping

Crowdsourcing

Computer Vision



OCR/HTR

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Two_Centuries_of_Indian_Print

• Arabic and Bengali OCR/HTR 
datasets were made available on 
the BL repository

• Two Centuries of Indian Print used 
Transkribus to OCR a series of 
books using the Bangla trained 
model

• Bengali books into Wikisource with 
side-by-side view of transcriptions

• 2021 competition partnership with 
Bengali Wikisource community to 
improve OCR

• Export transcriptions to create 
open dataset and searchable 
books online



A platform for deeply engaged public access to collections, encouraging close views of collection items 
while producing data that makes them more discoverable
https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2020/12/highlights-from-crowdsourcing-projects-at-the-british-
library.html
https://collectivewisdomproject.org.uk/
https://www.madetech.com/resources/podcasts/episode-14-mia-ridge-2/

Crowdsourcing



https://www.bl.uk/projects/georeferencer
https://www.bl.uk/help/how-to-use-the-georeferencer
https://blogs.bl.uk/magnificentmaps/georeferencer/

Crowdsourcing: Georeferencer



Agents of Enslavement? is a research project, which seeks to explore the ways in which colonial newspapers in the 
Caribbean facilitated and challenged the practice of slavery.
It also seeks to identify the networks and voices of enslaved people hidden within these newspapers.
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/gjevon/agents-of-enslavement
https://blogs.bl.uk/endangeredarchives/2021/07/help-trace-the-stories-of-enslaved-people-in-the-caribbean-
using-colonial-newspapers.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jul/18/secrets-of-rebel-slaves-in-barbados-will-finally-be-revealed

Crowdsourcing: Agents of Enslavement Colonial newspapers 
in the Caribbean and hidden genealogies of the enslaved



https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/fstubbings/canadian-wildlife-notes-from-the-field

Crowdsourcing:  Canadian wildlife: notes from the field



Project Soothe is a global citizen science project, founded by Stella Chan in 2015 at the University of Edinburgh. 
In 2020, the team moved to the University of Reading where we are currently based. Combining world-leading 
research and public engagement, their mission is to develop a bank of soothing photographs that can be 
shared with others to improve mental health and wellbeing.
https://www.projectsoothe.com/



Soothing Sounds psychology studies 
Using British Library sound recordings

https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2021/07/subjects-
wanted-for-soothing-sounds-psychology-studies.html



Political Meetings Mapper

“We found 5519 meetings. It's not quite Big Data but for a historian it's a lot. I couldn't have 
done that by hand.”
Dr. Katrina Navickas, BL Labs Winner 2015

https://www.bl.uk/case-studies/political-meetings-mapper
https://britishlibrary.typepad.co.uk/digital-scholarship/2015/07/update-on-political-meetings-mapper.html
https://github.com/BL-Labs/meetingsparser



Political Meetings Mapper

https://youtu.be/0lx0CL_dsQs



Combining Text Analysis and Geographic Information 
Systems to investigate the representation of disease in 
nineteenth-century newspapers
Spatial Humanities: Texts, GIS, Places at Lancaster University
http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fass/projects/spatialhum.wordpress/
https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2015/11/bl-labs-awards-2015-research-category-award-winning-
project.html
Paul Atkinson (history), Ian Gregory (digital humanities), Andrew Hardie (linguistics), Daniel Kershaw 
(computer science), Amelia Joulain-Jay (linguistics), Catherine Porter (geography) and Paul Rayson (computer 
science)

• Research focussed on the discussion of disease in nineteenth-century newspapers 
• Case study used London based newspaper, the Era, which has been digitised by the British Library
• The digitised corpus (1838-1900, over 377 millions words) was explored using innovative qualitative and 

quantitative mechanisms to determine how the Era discussed and portrayed disease



“Being able to link the map and 
the underlying text allows us to 
understand how patterns vary 
from place to place. ... This spatial 
depiction of disease mentions not 
only allows us to explore the 
temporal geography of newspaper 
interest in different diseases, it 
also allows for a comparison with 
other patterns and information 
such as those found in official 
reports and statistics.” Places associated with a range of common nineteenth century diseases

Combining Text Analysis and Geographic Information 
Systems to investigate the representation of disease in 
nineteenth-century newspapers





State of Dementia Research in the UK
Research Question:
The Alzheimer’s Society appointed RAND Europe to produce a report on the state of 
dementia research in the UK. RAND investigated the dementia workforce pipeline - how 
many researchers are working on dementia and how this is changing over time.  
http://www.rand.org/randeurope/research/projects/mapping-uk-dementia-research-
landscape.html

Source Collection: British Library’s electronic thesis service EThOS http://ethos.bl.uk

Digital/Computational Techniques:
EThOS Metadata Manager and RAND analysed theses awarded from 1970 onwards. 

Outcome: 
Discovered dementia-related PhD research has been steadily increasing over the last 30 
years in the UK, however, cancer-related PhDs have skyrocketed over the same time 
frame. Now five times more PhD researchers choose to work on cancer than dementia.
http://britishlibrary.typepad.co.uk/science/2015/09/a-novel-use-of-phd-data.html

A Review of the Dementia Research Landscape and Workforce Capacity in the United 
Kingdom
http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1186.html



EThOS & Multimedia PhD Theses
Coral Manton worked on a British Library research placement investigating multimedia and non-text 
PhD research outputs and how EThOS might develop to meet the challenge of evolving digital theses.
She interviewed doctoral students from various disciplines as case studies 
http://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2016/09/multimedia-phd-research-and-non-text-theses.html

https://www.bl.uk/case-studies/rob-sherman https://www.bl.uk/case-studies/sam-martin







Playing Beowulf

Project with University College London Institute of Education, funded by the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council in the UK. Developed a game-authoring tool based on the 
Anglo-Saxon epic poem Beowulf, for use by schools, universities, curators and library visitors.
http://darecollaborative.net/2015/03/11/playing-beowulf-gaming-the-library/



Literature, Videogames and Learning by Andrew Burn
https://www.routledge.com/Literature-Videogames-
and-Learning/Burn/p/book/9780367458249#

“This innovative book explores links 
between literature and videogames, and 
how designing and playing games can 
transform our understanding of 
literature. 

It shows how studying literature 
through the lens of videogames can 
provide new insights into narrative and 
creative engagement with the text.”



LITCRAFT uses the popular Minecraft 
gaming platform to build accurate scale 
models of authorial maps from classic 
works of literature. 

Impact is achieved by re-engaging children 
with literature in a model of positive 
reinforcement that makes works accessible 
in entirely new ways, combining the textual 
and the digital. Reading and writing are 
integrated with an immersive experience of 
the literary world.

https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/chronotopic-cartographies/litcraft/

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/jul/11/how-
minecraft-is-helping-kids-fall-in-love-with-books







Emerging Formats Research:
• Books as mobile apps
• Web-based interactive narratives
• Digital comics and Web Comic Archive



32bl.uk

80 Days
https://www.inklestudios.com/80days/



https://www.bl.uk/case-studies/lynda-clark
https://www.webarchive.org.uk/en/ukwa/collection/1836



https://giuliac.itch.io/the-british-library-simulator
https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2020/05/the-british-library-simulator.html



BL Labs Online Symposium 2021
Special Climate Change Edition Webinar on Tuesday 7 December 2021

In response to the Climate Emergency and issues raised by the COP26, the 9th British Library Labs 
Symposium is devoted to looking at computational research and climate change.

https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2021/11/bl-labs-online-symposium-2021-special-climate-
change-edition-book-your-place-for-webinar-on-tuesday-.html

https://us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_seBznn6lSDiLLTOkurYY9w



digitalresearch@bl.uk
@BL_DigiSchol #bldigital
https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/ 
https://www.bl.uk/subjects/digital-scholarship


