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 1. Background 
The goal of the Historical Geographical Information System of Project Bernstein (BH-GIS) is the representa-
tion across space and time of the distribution of watermarks and other paper features stored in the Bernstein 
databases. Additionally, Bernstein should be able to provide bibliographical data incorporated in the maps. The 
first step towards the GIS is the generation of a list of places occurring in the Bernstein databases matched to 
geographical coordinates (geo-list). This is the content of the deliverable D2.2 ‘GIS data batch no. 1’ 
presented here. The webpage on GIS aspects on the Bernstein development site is http://www.bernstein.oeaw.ac.at 
/twiki/pub/Main/PaperCartography/. 

 

2. Work accomplished 
The work accomplished so far consists in a matched list of place names, coordinates and additional metadata. 
The list is explained hereafter and the process and issues generating the list described further down. 

2.1 Data sources 
The processed geographical data belong to the following sources: 

A. Piccard-Online watermarks and paper database (POL, http://www.landesarchiv-bw.de/piccard/); 
B. Briquet printed catalog of watermarks and paper (BPC); 
C. Incunabula Short-Title Catalog, quasi complete (short) list of existent incunabula (ISTC, 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/istc/); 
D. Gesamtkatalog der Wiegendrücke, quasi complete (extended) list of existent incunabula (GW, 

http://www.gesamtkatalogderwiegendrucke.de); 
E. International Paper Bibliography (IPB, http://www.ddb.de/sammlungen/pdf/ibp.pdf). 

This represents 8.000 records, equivalent to approximate 3.000 individual localities. 

2.2 Description of the geo-list 
The core information provided by the geo-list are name of places as they will appear on the Bernstein maps 
and their respective geographical coordinates. Additional geographical information is given about variant 
names of the places and various levels of administrative units to which the places presently belong. The 
metadata identifies the source where the place names was found and records wherever an ambiguity 
surrounding the exact location which is meant by the source was found. Also given is information about 
wherever the place name given by the source refers to the place where the paper was produced (paper mill), 
where it was used (printing house, scriptorium), or where it is currently conserved (library, archive…). 

The next two pages show the beginning of the geo-list. A digital version can be downloaded from 
http://www.bernstein.oeaw.ac.at/twiki/pub/Main/PaperCartography/BH-GIS_data_sample.xls. The fields read as follows: 

A. Source id nr. – Number of the record in the source from were the place name was found. 
B. Source – Short name of the source from were the place name was found. 
C. Information type – Records if the place name is that of the where the paper was produced, where it was 

used, or where it is currently conserved. 
D. Accepted from GW – Records if coordinates could be attributed to the place name found in source GW. 
E. Accepted from POL – Records if coordinates could be attributed to the place name found in source Piccard. 
F. Accepted from BPC – Records if coordinates could be attributed to the place name found in source 

Briquet. 
G. Acceptance status – Records if the person processing the record has found the place name to be ambiguous 

(ex.: several places with the same name) or couldn’t locate it geographically. 
H. Name in the source – Name of the place as given in the source. 
I. Normalized name – When several names are available for the same location, one name, is chosen to be 

displayed on the Bernstein maps. 
J. Latitude – Decimal latitude coordinate of the place. 
K. Longitude – Decimal longitude coordinate of the place. 
L. Country – Country in which the place is located at the present time. 
M. Admin region 1 – ‘First order’ administrative unit (such as ‘Land’ in Germany) in which the place is located 

at the present time. 
N. Admin region 2 – ‘Second order’ administrative unit (such as ‘county’ in England) in which the place is 

located at the present time. 
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2.3 Generation process of the geo-list 
The generation of the geo-list delivered here was not straightforward: it implies several steps in a lengthy 
process, as detailed hereafter. 

1. Extract place names – Various methods have been used to extract the data, from a simple download of the 
appropriated field in the case of digital databases (IPB) to typing in the computer list the information found in 
a printed source (BPC). 

2. Identify locations – Using various digital and printed maps and atlases the place names given in the sources 
had to be identified. For each record several sources were checked each time to minimize the risk of excluding 
homonym places. 

3. Disambiguation – In many cases the same place name is given to distinct location (‘Paris’ in France and ‘Paris’ 
in Texas, USA). Following rules have been followed to decide to which location to attribute the place name (if 
possible): 

a. Additional data in the source – Sometimes the source provides clues to the location of the place name, such as 
mentioning a nearby city of river. 
a. Geographical likelihood – A bigger city is more likely to be meant than a smaller city. 
a. Historical likelihood – Paris, Texas, USA is not a likely location of a place name of a book printed during the 
time of the Renaissance. 

4. Find coordinates – Once it was established which location the source means, its geographical coordinates had 
to found using Internet and printed resources. Giving the various coordinates systems used by the reference 
materials, some had to be converted into the decimal system used in this geo-list. 

5. Attribute administrative units – Providing the administrative unit to which a place belongs allows doing 
geographical statistics by clustering point-locations into areas. The overview thus gained helps the historian in 
his investigative work of the past. This is the reason why along with the coordinates information on the 
administrative units was provided. 

Because administrative units are dynamical historical entities – created, abolished, their boundaries changed – it 
was decided to use the administrative units as they are at the present time. 

2.4 Amount of data the geo-list 
The geo-list contains 3.000 place names ordered alphabetically. 250 (A-Brest) have been processed, i.e. name-
normalized, matched with coordinates, attributed to administrative units, place type identified and given 
identification references. 

There are two reasons why not more data was processed: work on the GIF functionality is scheduled for the 
second year of the Bernstein project and much time was spend in extracting the place names from the sources. 

The remaining work (Brest-Z) is estimated at one month for one person. 

 

3. Collaborations initiated 
1. ECAI - Through participation in an Electronic Cultural Atlas Initiative (ECAI) conference, contact has been 
established with an international community active in the area of historical GIS research and development. 
The core of this community is the so-called ‘clearing house’ (http://ecaimaps.berkeley.edu/clearinghouse/), a software 
that interconnects various project with geographical content so that datasets from a project can be used by 
other projects. The Bernstein GIS developing team intends to take advantage of this opportunity and 
contribute with its work to the geographical information environment managed by ECAI. 

Noteworthy, some of the participants at the ECAI meeting were projects funded by the European 
Commission, such as Query and context based visualization of time-spatial cultural dynamics (QVIZ, 
http://qviz.eu), Great Britain Historical Geographical Information System (GBHGIS, http://www.gbhgis.org), Server 
for digital historical maps at the Institute of European History Mainz (http://www.ieg-maps.uni-mainz.de). 

2. CERL –The Consortium of European Research Libraries (CERL, http://www.cerl.org) maintains a database of 
historical variants of place names, which is a useful extension to the Bernstein GIS is so far as (1) it allows users 
a wider range of search criteria and (2) it provides a grater flexibility of integrating the Bernstein digital 
workspace with other databases and Internet services. Discussions are underway on providing CERL with the 
place coordinates in exchange for variants of place names. 
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3. BKG – In order to solve the issue of digital boundary coordinates for administrative units it is intended to 
contact the German Federal Agency for Cartography and Geodesy (BKG, http://www.bkg.bund.de), which has 
work experience in spatial data projects of the European Commission. The contact was suggested by the 
Bernstein Project Officer, who we thank for providing us with the name of the persons to write to in this 
matter. 

 

4. Future steps 
The next steps to complete the geographical data stock for the Bernstein GIS, are: 

1. Complete the matching of place names in the geo-list. 
2. Incorporate the place names as given by three Bernstein databases (NIKI, WILC, WZMA, c. 200 place 
names). 
3. Acquire boundary coordinates for the administrative units in the geo-list. 

 




