
Expanding Access to Natural 
History Images: the Biodiversity 
Heritage Library and its Global 

Consortium 

Trish Rose-Sandler 
Aug 15 2016 | IFLA session  
Worth a Thousand Words: A Global Perspective on 
Image Description, Discovery, and Access 



Inspiring Discovery through  
Free Access to Biodiversity Knowledge  

Vision 

The Biodiversity Heritage Library 
improves research methodology  
by collaboratively making 
biodiversity literature openly 
available to the world as part of a  
global biodiversity community. 

Mission 



BHL Global Partners 

Europe 

China 

Australia 

Egypt 

Brazil 

Africa 

Singapore 



Workflow 



Standards used 

• MARC 
• TIFFs, JP2s, PDFs 



BHL Portal 



BHL Book Viewer 



Challenges 
Millions of natural history illustrations but no way to search for 
them 



Why images are important 

Content is cross-disciplinary:   
 

artists, biologists, humanities scholars, 
historians of science, librarians, education and 
outreach.   

 
anyone who uses images in their research and 
teaching.   



Solutions 



Solutions 
Art of Life project 
 
 
 

• Full title - The Art of Life: Data Mining and Crowdsourcing 
the Identification and Description of Natural History 
Illustrations from the Biodiversity Heritage Library (BHL) 
 

• Grant given to Missouri Botanical Garden in St Louis 
 

• Funded by National Endowment for the Humanities 
 

• May 2012-April 2014  



Solutions 
Art of Life project 
Objectives 
 
 
1. Define an appropriate metadata schema for 

natural history illustrations 
2. Build software tools to automatically identify 

pages with illustrations in the BHL  
3. Classify the illustrations  
4. Develop a platform for users to add metadata 

about the illustrations 
5. Preserve the metadata in the BHL architecture 



Solutions 
Art of Life project 

Title Stictospiza formosa 

Type Paintings 

Date Publication: 1898 

Agent Author: Arthur G. Butler (1844-1925) 
Illustrator: F.W. Frohawk (1861-1946) 

Description A pair of finches with green and yellow bodies resting on reeds 

Subjects Birds, finches 
Scientific name:  Amandava formosa 
Vernacular Name: Green Avadavat or Green Munia 
Accepted Name: Amandava formosa (Latham, 1790)  

Inscription
s bottom center: Green Amaduvade Waxbill (Stictospiza formosa) 

Source Butler, Arthur Gardiner. Foreign finches in captivity. Hull and 
London:  Brumby and Clarke, limited,1889 (2nd edition). This image 
comes from the Biodiversity Heritage Library, and is available online 
at biodiversitylibrary.org/page/17195895 

Rights Public domain 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:Biodiversity_Heritage_Library
http://biodiversitylibrary.org/page/17195895


Solutions 
Art of Life project 
Algorithm Analysis Tool 
 

Picture blocks          87% effective 
Contrast             88% effective 
Color              ineffective 
Compression             ineffective 



Solutions 
Art of Life project   
Macaw classifying tool 



Solutions 
Art of Life project   
Science Gossip site   



Solutions 
Art of Life project   
Science Gossip    User Interface 



How to gauge success 
Stats 
 
• Flickr – 27,000 images tagged (since 

2011)  
• Science Gossip- 145k pages with images 

described by over 8700 volunteers (since 
2015) 

 



How to gauge success 
User Engagement 
 
Nearly 13,000 comments by 650 users on TALK pages 
 



How to gauge success 
Coverage by media outlets 
 
In first year covered by 14 media outlets including : 

• Scientific American  
• Popular Science  
• Nature Conservancy  
• Library Journal 



How to gauge success 

Reaching new audiences 
Glass sculptor, Emily Williams, finds inspiration for her work in BHL images 

"The Biodiversity Heritage 
Library is an amazing 
resource for visual artists," 
lauds Emily. "Any artist 
interested in learning about 
natural history and science 
would consider these rare 
resources invaluable.” 



How to gauge success 
Feedback on social media 
BHL is now seen not just primarily as a  text resource but as a 
significant image resource as well 
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