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The poster discusses my innovative research with the histori-
cal catalogues of the British Library incunabula collection, one of
the largest and most important collections of pre-1500 published
books (RLUK, 2022). By transforming the digitised legacy inc-
unabula catalogues into data and performing computational analy-
sis, I aim to create new knowledge about the incunabula collection
and the Library’s past curatorial and cataloguing practice, and to
help update its online catalogues and improve the collection dis-
covery. My research with the derived data from these catalogues
supports the adoption by cultural heritage institutions of proces-
ses for the enrichment of descriptive metadata for print and digital
collections that significantly benefits users, including digital hu-
manists. This undertaking also highlights the importance of digi-
tal scholarship around legacy catalogues for the development of
digital skills and research capabilities in staff, and the sharing of
best practice with the wider library and archives practitioner com-
munity.

There is a broader context to my research which takes into ac-
count the recent initiatives in the Galleries, Libraries, Archives
and Museums (GLAM) sector to critically re-examine and con-
textualise collections and legacy descriptions in order to be more
inclusive and diverse, and evolve policy and practice. (ARLIS
n.d.) The findings from my research also contribute to the better
understanding of collection development policies and standards
and the considerations around the ethical use of digital technolo-
gies with cultural data. (Ortolja-Baird & Nyhan 2022)

The poster outlines the digital research with The Catalogue of
books printed in the XVth Century now in the British Museum that
was published between 1908 and 2007. The thirteen volumes of
the catalogue contain full descriptions of over 12,700 incunabula
held at the British Library and is a highly used resource for re-
search across many disciplines, including the history of printing,
book trade and text studies. (The British Library n.d.) Firstly, I dis-
cuss the practitioner skills and processes required to derive struc-
tured data from the digitised images and reflect on some of the
challenges of working with these resources and the suitability of
the information for advanced computational analysis (The British
Library 2022). Next, I present a case study of the reuse of the text
data for the investigation of curatorial voices in the description of
these collections for which I apply methodology from computa-
tional linguistics (Salway & Baker 2020). I also suggest different
ways of presenting and sharing the datasets with the Digital Hu-
manities and the wider research community, and invite a conver-
sation about the opportunities for inter-sectoral and cross-discipli-
nary collaborations with the new digital resources.

In conclusion, I reflect on the strong collaborative element of
my research, which has facilitated a dialogue between institutio-
nal staff: the current and former curators of the incunabula collec-
tion, staff responsible for collection metadata standards, metadata

and digitisation analysts and digital curators. Simultaneously, I am
working with a mentor from a Higher Education institution who
brings expertise in the domains of history, cultural heritage and
digital technologies and with whom I have recently collaborated
on the development of training materials to perform computatio-
nal analysis of legacy catalogue data. (Baker, Atanassova, Salway
2021)
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