
FIELD BOOKS AND OTHER IMPORTANT 
BOUNDARY MATERIALS,  ARCHIVAL 
COLLECTIONS IN SCIENCE MUSEUMS



§Active records that sit on the border of Museum and 
Archival Practice.

§They function as objects that are situated between 
professions and disciplines

* Michael Jones, ‘From personal to public: field books, museums, and 
the opening of the archives, Archives and Records,’ Archives and 
Records. Vol. 38,





More than 3,000 collections
25,000 linear feet of archives 
…in AMNH SCIENCE

including many hundreds of field books…



Expeditionary Field 
Work at the 
American Museum 
of Natural History
2013-2016

• Finding aids for 
archival 
collections

• Entity records for 
expeditions and 
personnel

“Mayr, Coultas, Eyerdam, and Hamlin on deck of schooner the France 
off Choiseul Island, Solomon Islands, 1929,” Hamlin, H., AMNH Digital 
Special Collections
http://images.library.amnh.org/digital/index.php/items/show/20271. 



What did they bring back?
• Specimens and artifacts
• Notes and sketches
• Diaries
• Journals
• Specimen books
• Photographs
• Recorded sound
• Moving images

Archival records and 
specimens for the Whitney 
South Seas Expedition were 
found in three divisions of 
Science

• Anthropology
• Vertebrate Zoology
• Research Library “Rollo H. Beck and ship engineer in workshop with frigate bird specimen, aboard 

schooner the France,” Beck, R. H., AMNH Digital Special Collections, 
http://images.library.amnh.org/digital/index.php/items/show/8681



Before you scan you must 
describe! 

Archival Collection Scope:
§ Archbold Expeditions, 53 items 

(Mammalogy) 
§ Whitney South Seas Expedition, 54 items 

(Ornithology) 
§ First Asiatic Expedition, Diary  of Edmund 

Heller, 1917-1918, 1 item (Research 
Library)

Criteria for Field Book selection:
§ Unique primary source material
§ Mainly bound items

Hornbill. Study of Adult male. 
Solomon Islands, November 1927. 
Frederick P. Drowne. 

Drowne’s Letters and Journal: 1927-
1928.



Project Goal: 
Increasing accessibility to original 
scientific documentation through the 
digitization of entire collections of 
archival field notes. 

Project Description:
Coordinate work to digitize field 
notes, assign metadata, and publish 
the field notes online through the 
Biodiversity Heritage Library and 
Internet Archive, DPLA keep a local 
copy in our digital repository.

Hand-colored	art	from	the	typescript	field	
book	of	Frederick	P.	Drowne,	1927



§Workflows for borrowing materials from 
departments

§ Item Barcoding and Call Numbers
§Separation sheets
§Good Collection Management:
§Conservation survey of materials 
§Creation of Item and Collection Level 

catalog records
§Creation cataloging templates, best local 

practice documentation

“Epeira Riparia, painting by Nicholas Marcellus 
Hentz,” Research Library | Digital Special Collections



What’s Next?

Brown Bag Lunch Meeting – Overview of online resources

Ingest of Collection level inventories into our Catalog and 
ArchivesSpace.

Offering some reference support

Invited into cross museum grant efforts, wax models

Collections we identified long ago continue to come in as 
transfers. 

Artist's rendering, interior view from entrance, proposed plan for 
Whitney Bird Hall, 1944,” Research Library | Digital Special 
Collections, neg. 22757.



http://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/210139#page/12/mode/thum
b



Digital Public Library of 
America



local entity 
database



Users will be able to find 
Archive materials by 
exploring by Creator.



How can we be 
proactive?







§Barbara Mathe, AMNH Museum 
Archivist (retired)

§My colleagues from the Field 
Book Project in all its iterations
-- especially Leslie Parilla, 
Smithsonian Libraries and 
Christina Fidler at Berkeley 
MVZ.

§Michael Jones’ writing on 
‘Boundary Materials’ 
http://mikejonesonline.com/in
dex.html

§Especially --- ‘From Personal to 
Public: field books, museums, 
and the opening of the 
archives,' Archives and 
Records, Vol. 38, No. 2, 2017.



§ Shelf Life - Amazing and Fun Science Education shorts regularly using our 
collections:

§ Erin Chapman (creator) -- https://www.amnh.org/shelf-life

§ SNAC
§ http://snaccooperative.org

§ The Field Book Project:
§ http://nmnh.typepad.com/fieldbooks/
§ https://siarchives.si.edu/about/field-book-project

§ Our online community – outside of Internet Archive and DPLA
§ https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org


