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Improving the cataloguing process and quality of EAP 
metadata through Open Refine and writing own software 

 

 

Name of Submitter: 

Graham Jevon 

Reasons for Award: 

The purpose of this project was to enhance the catalogue process for the Endangered Archives 
Programme (EAP) digital archive, to improve the quality of the metadata and to make the 
cataloguing process more efficient.  

The starting point was zero budget for software and no programming experience to build something 
bespoke. The inspiration was a one-day Digital Scholarship training course introducing Open Refine 
(by Owen Stephens).  

The outcome was twofold. The first phase of the project, in 2019, resulted in a semi-automated 
cataloguing workflow that required no computer programming experience to build. This workflow 
uses Open Refine to clean, validate, migrate, and enhance EAP metadata. This workflow contains 
more than 43,000 lines of code. I built the workflow, not by writing the code, but by performing a 
carefully planned and orchestrated sequence of functions within Open Refine on a dummy metadata 
template that accounted for all imagined variables. The operation history containing the code behind 
this sequence was copied and saved. This extracted code can now be re-applied with one click to 
clean, migrate, validate, and enhance any EAP cataloguing spreadsheet.  

This phase is partly described in the following blog post:  

https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2020/04/clean-migrate-validate-enhance-processing-archival-
metadata-with-open-refine.html 

https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2020/04/clean-migrate-validate-enhance-processing-archival-metadata-with-open-refine.html
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The main cataloguing problem that the Open Refine workflow could not solve was the process of 
generating the structured catalogue references that archival collections require.  

The second phase of the project addressed this by creating “ReG” [Reference Generator]: a 
bespoke piece of software for generating references. Created using Python, this was the product of 
the project module of the computing for cultural heritage course that the Digital Scholarship team 
(led by Nora McGregor) ran in conjunction with Birkbeck, University of London. Although designed 
for EAP, this software contains flexibility. It can be configured for other use cases and is available 
for download via Github: https://github.com/grahamjevon/ReG.  

While the main objective of this software is to generate references, it also performs some data 
validation and cleaning.  

The following blog post describes the result of this phase:  

https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2020/07/archivists-stop-wasting-your-ref-ing-time.html 

I have also highlighted this work at a Digital Scholarship Hack and Yack session and I gave a Python 
tutorial based on some of the code of this software to the QDL coding club. 

The ultimate outcome of this project is that it now takes EAP less time to do more. This means EAP 
can create better, more detailed catalogue records, which make our digital content more accessible. 

This project put the content of Digital Scholarship training courses into practice. It used these as the 
starting point to build cataloguing workflows based on computational tools. The direct benefit of the 
project is that the EAP team can do more detailed cataloguing in less time. This helped enable EAP 
to upload more than 1 million images during the 3 months of lockdown between March and June 
2020. It also helps make this digital content more findable. 

One example of the success of the named entity recognition aspect of the Open Refine workflow is 
that we are now able to generate authority records when previously we lacked the human resource 
to do this. For a collection of 8,000 South American photographs, I was able to use named entity 
recognition to identify and create authority records for more than 300 people (including local actors 
and performers) and associate them with more than 1,500 digital images in the collection. 

To illustrate the success of ReG, I recently catalogued a complex collection that contained 25,000 
records. If we assume an average speed of 5 seconds per reference, it would take a human 
cataloguer 34.7 hours to create all 25,000 catalogue references. That is essentially a full working 
week without any breaks. Moreover, the probability of human error is high. ReG performs this task 
with complete accuracy in just a few seconds. This has had a transformational effect for EAP. 

The wider benefit is twofold. First, our method of using Open Refine provides a model for other 
departments and institutions to follow. We created a semi-automated workflow without any coding 
experience and without any software costs. This model would be particularly useful for small 
archives that rely on groups of volunteers to catalogue in spreadsheets. After my blog post was 
published, I was invited to present this work at a training event for the Irish section of the Archives 
and Records Association (ARA). 

Secondly, the reference generator tool (“ReG”) is now available for download via Github and can be 
used by any institution. It should be particularly useful for any archives that use the Calm cataloguing 
software because ReG generates references in the format that Calm requires in order to create the 
tree structure that represents the hierarchy of any uploaded collections. 

I have just completed an enhancement, subject to final testing, that will enable ReG to generate 
references according to the unique reference style used by the British Library’s music manuscripts 
and archives cataloguing team. And this week I was asked to give a talk to a cataloguing working 

https://github.com/grahamjevon/ReG
https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/2020/07/archivists-stop-wasting-your-ref-ing-time.html
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group at the British Library. I very much hope that this will lead to ReG benefiting colleagues across 
the library. 

Work Start: January 2019 Work End: April 2020 (although the products of this project are in 

constant use and I continue to make enhancements). 

 


