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British Museum Collections online
History

1976: trial scheme in the Department of Egyptian Antiquities (now the Department
of Ancient Egypt and Sudan) on a bespoke system ( )

1978 pilot project for objects in the Department of Ethnography (now Department of
Africa, Oceania and Americas)

1979: BMUSE records were transferred to the Museum Documentation Association
(MDA, now Collections Trust) multi-user system, on Hewlett Packard
computers

1979: documentation section was created with staff specifically devoted to the
computer documentation of the collection

1980s: as a result of interest from the National Audit Office and the Public
Accounts Committee, the purpose of the database became the creation of an
inventory. The scope then increased to include other departmental collections

1988: an online system with terminals was introduced ( ) and the data was
transferred to it from GOS

1993: online registration by curatorial departments of new acquisitions

1998: tendering for a replacement

401010 , created by System Simulation Ltd (SSL), selected and in operation
2007: start of Collection online (COL)
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Work methods

Several sources of Documentation (Registers, index cards, catalogues, file cards,
etc.)

Location coding by looking at objects in situ

Record creation by curators, assistants and specialists as well a Documentation
Section

Liaison between BM Staff (Documentation Section, curators, 1S, conservators and
scientists)

Schedule of digitisation: finish entire departmental collections, some in tandem
Consultation with representatives from each department on system requirements

Training on use of database provided by Head of Documentation in small groups,
tailored to needs: other members of the Documentation Section then check on
records and offer assistance
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Principles

Data structure generic (same fields, more or less, for documenting any object in the
collection)

Prominence of terminology control

Adherence to a standard 1 SPECTRUM

Agree on fields across the Museum as early as possible

Data fields: not necessary to have a field for every piece of information (e.g. colour)

Different access levels: read only, write, and certain higher access levels for
Documentation and IS staff

Facility for global editing, record deletion and report-writing (access restricted); also
for data analysis (indexes)

On-line HELP created by Documentation Section

System can be adapted to a large extent by the staff in the IS Department and
Documentation Section, to tailor i1t t
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Merlin screen

[IE Merlin {4.1m) : live database - [Full Record]

File Edit Wiew Search Fetch Modules Help

Print made by DMatteo Ripa PRN EFC36009

Title FAEE LU (Si mian yun shan)
Created by tszrajher on 09 Honr 2006
1855,0212,0.1.239 Amended by jstrihlehill on 14 Aug 2008

1D Humbers

Cihject Object
Title O EE W (Si mian yun shan)
Type Series
Title Thirtsy-sizz viewrs of the Imperial Surnimer Palace at Jehol Acquisition

Description Praduction
Plate from a set of thirty-four prints (incomplete), mounted in an album;, view
with tall hills and trees, and to right, clouds; to left, a path leads to a pawilion Findspot
at the top of a hill, while other paths criss-cross the scene; rocly landscape
i1 the distance.

Engrawing on wery thin China paper | mzcription

Location

Azzociation

Object Name Coarmment

[Mame print
Materials

Material Paper Conzervation
Technigues

Technigue Engraving
Subject [wHOLE]

Imagesz

Fecord
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Developed in house by Documentation Section in collaboration
with curators and scientists

Three kinds:

- Drop-down lists of codes or terms which tend to be stable, with few addltlons
needed e.g. Acquisition method, Dimension type, Collection name, Denomination

- Authorities (flat files with multiple fields):
Biographical Authority: people and institutions
Bibliographic Authority: mainly for core BM catalogues of the BM collections

- Thesauri: polyhierarchical: Object Name, Material, Technique, Ware, Subject,
Place, School, Escapement Type, Period and Culture and Ethnic Name

Curators can create candidate terms
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Terminology

DMerIin Terminology (4.1m) : live database - [Mai
File Edit Search Admin Help

J A dmin
J Bibliographical

J Biographical

Dimension Units

J Flat Anthorities

J Places

Thesamrus

J Label Templates

J Subset Definitions
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Thesaurus record

[ Merlin Terminology {4.1m) : live database - [Full Record]
Admin Help

Amended by s

on O

Thesaurus

writing-book

Thesaurus
Source

Broader Terms

Marrower Terms
Use For

Scope Note The term refers to a handh of calligraphy.

Uszage Hizrarchy...
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Biographical Authority

[Merlin Terminology (4.1m) : live database - [Full Record]
File Edit Search Admin Help

Cre; B - Amended
: Biography e

Biography Amendment Hiztory
Display Name 3u-LiHung
Name
First Date
Gender

Nationality/Culture

Profession/Status
Copyright

Source
Department

Biography
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Terminology

#Merlin Terminology (4.1m) : live database - [Full Record]
File Edit 5Se admin Help
Amended by
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COL

Project to make available on the British Museum website the collection database of over
1,800,000 records

- Records presented directly from the collection database (Merlin) with no re-writing for a
general audience; terminology records included

- All fields displayed, apart from: Price and Valuation, NGRs, storage locations in general,
private addresses, internal administrative fields

- Three year special project to add as many images to records by scanning existing stock
of transparencies and by new digital photography; also to add catalogue text by
means of OCR

- Several types of search available: Basic (default), Advanced, Museum number and
provenance and Publication reference

- Weekly update of COL records from Merlin database

- Public invited to comment on records by e-mail, directly from COL

- Provision of high-quality images
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Timetable of release of records

Phase 1 (October 2007): 2D works across the Museum collection, mainly those on paper
(drawings, paintings and prints) but including icons, mummy-portraits, wall-paintings,
watch-papers, etc.  Prints & Drawings and other departments

Phase 2 (May 2008): Ancient Egypt and Sudan; Asia

Phase 3 (September 2008): Greek & Roman Antiquities; Prehistory & Europe
Phase 4 (December 2008): Africa, Oceania and Americas

Phase 5 (Spring 2009): Middle East

Phase 6 (later in 2009): Coins & Medals (including banknotes and tokens) and Pictorial
Collection (historic photographic material)

Subsequent phases: 2010
- Conservation and Science
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COL Statistics

November 2008: 2,146,584 visits to the BM site, of which 9.1%
(196,459) COL

December 2008: 2,278,770 visits to the BM site, of which 10.7%
(243,134) COL

January 2009: 3,010,068 visits to the BM site, of which 10.7%
(321,634) COL

February 2009: 2,942,616 visits to the BM site, of which 11.1%
(326,631) COL

March 2009: 3,009,214 visits to the BM site, of which 12.6%
(379,670) COL

April 2009: 2,478,523 visits to the BM site, of which 13.4%
(331,584) COL

May 2009: 2,419,956 visits to the BM site, of which 13.6%
(328,507) COL
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No. of Visits to British Museum Collection Database
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COL Statistics

No. of Queries generated by Collection Database
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Conclusion
Benefits of digitisation programme and COL.:

Accountabllity: inventory of the collection

Handling of the collection reduced

Public can answer its own enquiries directly
Research tool for academics

Availability of high-quality images

Public access to the collection on a worldwide scale
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