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Creating discoverable 
digital collections

 Digitisation efforts

 NHM holds an estimated 80 million 
objects

 All objects need to be digitised and 
many transcribed & georeferenced

 What is transcription, georeferencing 
and why are they important?

 Challenges along the way

 Solution(s)?



Digitisation of an object from a natural 
history collection (simplified and idealistic)
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Transcription – My “love-hate” 
relationship with handwritten labels

 Typed/Printed vs. Handwritten labels



Transcription – “The good, the bad and the 
ugly”

 But…



“Just add another language” – When 
transcription becomes transliteration

 Transcription vs. transliteration vs. romanization

 ‘Foreign’ languages on labels – foreign for the host country
 Easier with common languages/most widely spoken – e.g. English, Spanish, French
 Harder with languages that are less commonly spoken (e.g. dead languages or 

endangered languages) and/or languages with non-Latin writing systems (e.g. Chinese, 
Arabic, Russian)
 Orthographic transcription – different for each language / could change

Original word Transliteration Transcription

Ελευθερία Eleutheria Eleftheria



What is the solution?
 Methods developed for certain type of labels and languages
 Some languages that are using a different writing systems have an 

internationally accepted transliteration system
 But some do not, those are the harder ones to deal with

 Examples:
 Chinese – currently pinyin is the internationally accepted system
 Russian – number of systems exist, for Anglophones BGN/PCGN romanization 

of Russian is most used
 Japanese – several systems exist, mostly Hepburn romanization is used
 Arabic – technically it is not even transliteration, but transcription, due to the 

unique nature of the language

Romanization system Romanised name
Modern (pinyin) Qinghai

Wade-Giles Ch’ing-hai

Portuguese Chinghai

German Tschinghai

French Ts’ing-hai



Russian example
Нижн. Теч. р. Хосты у лесопильного. 
завода Сочинск р. 21. VI. 30. О. Мартинова

Lower. Tech. R. Khosta at the 
sawmill plant Sochi r. 21. VI. 
30. O. Martynova



Collected after 1950s

Collected before 1950s

Locality is likely written 
with pinyin

Upon finding the 
correct locality, use 
decimal degrees

Which romanization 
system was used?

Yes

Is there extra non label information 
about Collector, e.g. notebook or 

collecting Book

Check to see we have access to book

Use the coordinates for the locality, 
or the description to find the 
locality on the map.

No

In case locality 
information was not 
enough to find the 
locality and there 
are no coordinates

One of the 
known system 
with existing 
comparison 
table

Use comparison 
table to transcribe 
locality name into 
modern pinyin form

Check  all other 
information on the 
label to match with 
the locality 
information found.

Google/Geonam
es search to find 
the locality

Google/Geonam
es search to find 
the locality

Does not match 
with the known 
romanization 
systems

In case the label was in 
English or the collector’s 
mother tongue was English

See  Alternative 
methods to find 
localities



Lohonya K, Livermore L, Penn MG (2020) Georeferencing the Natural History Museum's Chinese type collection: of 
plateaus, pagodas and plants. Biodiversity Data Journal 8: e50503. https://doi.org/10.3897/BDJ.8.e50503

HERB: H. F. HANCE.
Ad coenobium buddhisticum Filoitsz secus fl. North River, prov. 
Cantoniensis, in murorum fissuris. Ipse legi

FROM THE HERBARIUM OF H. F. HANCE.
At the Buddhist monastery Filoitsz on the North River, prov. of 
Canton, growing in the clefts of the walls. Collected by self

Chinese example



Solutions
 More available methodologies

 Visual aids for transcription

 Documentation

 Having a diverse team working on 
transcription and georeferencing

 Make effective use of polyglots in the 
institution

 Technological approaches
 Annotation platforms



Solutions

 Developing digital volunteering 
programs/platforms

 E.g.:
 Especially viable for local collections; 

e.g. British & Irish collections’ 
transcription and georeferencing 
outsourced to British and Irish 
audience

 Herbonauts -
http://lesherbonautes.mnhn.fr/

 Smithsonian -
https://transcription.si.edu/

 Zooniverse
 https://www.zooniverse.org/organiza

tions/md68135/notes-from-nature

http://lesherbonautes.mnhn.fr/
https://transcription.si.edu/
https://www.zooniverse.org/organizations/md68135/notes-from-nature


Tips & Tricks

 Always have the original label on 
hand/photograph of it

 Clustering records by data
 First transcribing collector and date, then cluster 

them together to ease transcription and geo 
referencing.

 Relax and enjoy the detective experience of 
natural history through the collections!



Thank you for your attention!
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