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BEYOND THE READING ROOM: CROSSASIA‘S
COLLECTIONS AND GLOBAL ACCESS

Antje Ziemer

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Welcome to my talk entitled „Beyond the Reading room: CrossAsias collections and global access.“ Before I start I want to thank Rolf for organising this workshop and  for asking me to contribute!
My name is Antje Ziemer, and I am the specialist consultant for Central Asia at the Berlin State Library. My responsibilities include the Mongolian- and Tibetan-language collections. In addition, I have been a PhD student in Tibetology at the University of Leipzig since March 2026
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Content

- What is CrossAsia?

- Accessing CrossAsia from outside Germany

- Open Access collections

- Digital Humanities tools: The Newspaper Research 
Companion

- Collaboration opportunities

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Here you can see a brief overview about my talk. I want to focus on the collections and tools that CrossAsia provide for users all over the world. I will also briefly mention how to work with CrossAsia. I will start with a short introduction of CrossAsia. Afterward I will highlight the segments that are availlable to everyone around the globe like the Open Access collections, Digitisation on Demand and our Digital Humanities tools. At the end I will explain shortly how to work with CrossAsia directly. 
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Regions:
- Chinese-speaking regions

- Japan

- Koreas

- South-East Asia

- Central Asia

disciplinary – interdisciplinary - transdisciplinary
regional – interregional – transregional

cultural – intercultural – transcultural

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Let me briefly introduce CrossAsia for those who have not encountered it before. CrossAsia is the online platform of the Specialised Information Service for Asian Studies (German, Fachinformationsdienst Asien). It is hosted at the East Asia Department of the Berlin State Library and funded by the German Research Foundation, (German Deutsche Forschungsgesellschaft DFG).  The main task of the FID Asia is to ensure that researchers affiliated to a german institution habe access to the sources their work requires. 
Its regional scope runs from East Asia, the Chinese-speaking regions including China, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macau, Japan, and the two Korean countries, through Southeast Asia to Central Asia, spanning Mongolia, Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang, and Tibet including the exile communities. Tibetan Studies is therefore an integral part of CrossAsia's mandate, and several of the projects and tools I will mention today are rooted in that area.
CrossAsia is the onlineplattform of the FID Asia, where all our services and sources are presented. 
What CrossAsia offers can be thought of in three layers. The first is access: printed materials, licensed databases, e-resources, and full texts. These are available primarily to researchers affiliated with German institutions, but as I will show, a substantial portion is already openly accessible internationally.
The second layer are tools: an integrated search interface, full-text and text repositories, and working environments for analysing larger corpora. The ITR short for Integrated Text Repository is the shared technical foundation for most of these tools. It stores machine-readable texts in a standardised form that makes them available for both search and computational analysis.
The third layer is infrastructure for research data: open access publication options, a repository with persistent identifiers, consulting on data management, and standardised data provision. This is the layer that allows the outputs of individual research projects to outlive those projects. They become part of a cumulative scholarly record rather than residing on a single hard drive after a funding period ends.
CrossAsia is not simply a portal you visit when you need a database, it is designed to help your research at different stages. 
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CrossAsia in Numbers

2,060 
Active useres (Feb. 

2025)

EUR 1.7 M
Acquisition & 

licensing budget

23,000+
Bibliographic

records

250,000+ 
uses of licensed

services

287,163
Website visits

5,000
Blue Interlibrary
Loan requests

10,000 pp.
Digitised via DoD

1,000+
Mailing list
subscribers

43
Training courses, 
722 participants

8 CrossAsia Talks, 
140 participants

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
These figures just briefly give a s scale how much CrossAsia as been grown over the last 10 years. The CrossAsia Mailinglist is open for everyone. I will show an QR-code later. Nearly three hundred thousand website visits tells us that the reach goes well beyond German-affiliated researchers. And we know from our user data that a significant share of those visits come from outside Germany.



24. Oktober 2026 · SBB-PK · Antje Ziemer · CC BY 4.0 · Seite 5

Accessing CrossAsia
For everyone German institution

affiliation
Berlin State Library 
card

Digitised collections ✓ ✓ ✓
Thematic portal ✓ ✓ ✓
CrossAsia Search (browse) ✓ ✓ ✓
Mailing list ✓ ✓ ✓
Licensed database ✓ ✓
Blue Interlibary Loan ✓
CrossAsia DoD ✓ ✓
CrossAsia Lab / DH Tools ✓ ✓ ✓
Physical loan services ✓
Reading room ✓

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Not everything CrossAsia offers requires an institutional affiliation in Germany. 
Anyone with an internet connection can browse the CrossAsia portal and its integrated search catalogue, access the digitised collections, use the thematic portals, subscribe to the mailing list, and download datasets and use tools from the CrossAsia Lab. You can also participate at the CrossAsia Talks,. 
Researchers affiliated with a German institution, a university, a research institute, a library, gain access to the licensed databases, can use our Patron-Driven Acquisition service to suggest items for purchase, and can request physical items through the Blue Interlibrary Loan. You can use most of these services too when you have a library card. So if you ever happen to be in berlin, just come around and get a library card for free. 
Physical reading room access and direct loan from Berlin require a Berlin State Library card, which is primarily relevant for researchers based in Berlin or who have a research stay in Berlin. 
The open services are considerably larger than most people realise. Licensed commercial databases are the main restriction. These are basically the same restriction you would encounter with any aggregator. But the digitised collections, all of our Digital Humanities tools, and the CrossAsia Repository are accessible from anywhere in the world, without a German affiliation.
The next slides will show you what specifically that open services contains with a focus on Tibetan studies.
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Open Access Collections

- Digitised collections
- Via CrossAsia Search

- Kahlen collection
- Digitised photo collection

- CrossAsia Repository
- Open access platform for publications and research data

- Thematic Portals 
- Introduction to specific collections

- Up to come: Tibetan Newspaper
- Appr. 20,000 pages from the 1950s-60s, Open access

database

Kahlen collection, Bodnath 1981

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Let me walk through what is actually openly available.
The digitised collections are accessible to all. This includes material produced through our Digitisation on Demand service as well as collections transferred from partner projects. One example currently in the portal is the Kahlen collection, a digitised photo archive. As more projects are completed and handed over to CrossAsia, these collections grow.
The CrossAsia Repository is our open access platform for publications and research data. Researchers can deposit both finished publications and underlying datasets. Each deposit receives a persistent identifier , a DOI , and is archived for the long term. Anyone can access the deposited material. For research data in particular, the repository offers a way to make the underpinning of a study transparently available and citable in its own right.
Our thematic portals offer curated introductions to specific collections. They are a useful entry point for researchers coming to an area for the first time, or looking for an orientation before going into the databases. For Tibetan studies there is currently a Thematic portal with an overwiew especially the premodern collections in Tibetan language at the State Library. 
And I want to mention one collection currently in preparation: the Tibetan newspaper corpus. Approximately twenty thousand pages from the nineteen-fifties and sixties. The rights negotiations with publishers and institutions across multiple countries are already finished. Once online, this will be an openly accessible database. I will come back to it when I discuss the Newspaper Research Companion, because this corpus is precisely the kind of material that tool was built for.
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Digitisation on Demand (DoD)

1. Research identifies a relevant premodern item in 
the holdings of Berlin State Library

2. DoD request is submitted via CrossAsia portal

3. Item is digitised by the Library

4. Digitised content is made openly available online

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
The Digitisation on Demand service (short: DoD) is a practical bridge between the physical holdings of the Berlin State Library and researchers who cannot travel to Berlin.
The process is quite simple. A researcher identifies a premodern object in the Berlin State Library holdings that is not yet digitized but it might be helpful for their research. They submit a request through the CrossAsia portal. The library digitises the item, and the result is made openly available online for everyone.
Around ten thousand pages were digitised this way last year. The important point for an international audience is that the request does not need to come from Germany. Any researcher, anywhere, who identifies a  a text they need that is held in Berlin but not yet online can submit that request. The output then becomes part of the open digital collection. Please note: that the service is first come, first serve. So please just request the material you really need to give everyone the chance to get their objects digitized.
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Digital Humanities Tools at CrossAsia

Tibetan Medical Terminology DB
Translations of Tibetan medical terms across
pharmacology, anatomy, and pathology texts. Curated by Dr. 
Katharina Sabernig

Newspaper Research Companion
AI-powered platform for intelligent, cross-language
research and analysis of historical newspaper archives.

N-Gramm Service
ITR full texts as N-Gramm datasets, free to download
for linguistic and Digital Humanities research. Mainly used for 
Chinese.

ITR Explorer  Newspaper Explorer
Visualisation: combine results, compare data,
time distributions, Venn diagrams, heatmaps

Translit CrossAsia
Converts transliterated input into original script:
Tibetan · Mongolian (Cyrillic) · Uyghur.

CrossAsia Fulltext search
Full-text search across the Integrated Text Repository (ITR).
Two beta versions: guided and exploratory.

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
CrossAsia has developed a set of Digital Humanities tools designed specifically for working with large Asia-related text collections. All of them are free to use and accessible without a German institutional affiliation. They are all hosted on our CrossAsia Lab platform.
The CrossAsia Fulltext Search offers full-text search across the Integrated Text Repository in two versions, a guided mode for structured queries and an exploratory mode for open-ended research. Please be aware, that it might link to sources which are behind a wall for non-german scholars. The N-Gramm Service makes the same texts available as downloadable n-gramm datasets, mainly used for Chinese language and text-statistical research.
Translit CrossAsia is a script conversion tool for Tibetan, Mongolian in Cyrillic, and Uyghur. It takes transliterated input and converts it back into original script, while also generating alternative transliteration options. Small, but genuinely useful for anyone working across romanisation conventions.
The Tibetan Medical Terminology Database was developed and curated by Dr. Katharina Sabernig. It documents the plurality of translations for Tibetan medical terms across classical and modern texts on pharmacology, anatomy, and pathology.
The ITR Explorer and Newspaper Explorer are visualisation tools. They combine and compare search results, display time distributions and generate diagrams and heatmaps.
Each of these sits on the same shared ITR infrastructure. The Newspaper Research Companion is built on that same foundation, but it takes a different approach, and I want to give it separate attention on the next slide.
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The Newspaper Research Companion (NRC)

32.9 M
Article chunks

66
Newspaper titles

1785-2014
Time span

5
Source languages

6
Output languages

Source languages
German  ·  Chinese (Traditional, Simplified, 
Classical)  ·  English  ·  Russian
Results available in: English · German · French · 
Korean · Japanese · Chinese

 Semantic Search
 Interprets research questio

 Cross-Linguistic Retrieval
 English query surfaces German, Chinese or

Russian sources
 AI Summeries

 Auto-generated article summeries in the user`s
chosen language

 Source Verification
 Every result links directly to the original digitised

source
 Reasearch Reports

 Synthesis documents with full references, 
downloadable as PDF

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
The Newspaper Research Companion was launched in early access in June 2026. It gives access to 32.9 million article chunks from 66 newspaper titles, across the five languages, German, Chinese in its traditional, simplified, and classical forms, English, and Russian. Tzhe tzimeframe is from 1785 to 2014.

What makes it fundamentally different from a database search is how you interact with it. You do not enter keywords. You pose a research question, the kind of question you would actually ask a colleague. Something like: how was this political figure covered differently in the German and Chinese press in the 1930s? The system interprets the underlying information need, identifies historically relevant terms across languages and time periods, and retrieves material across all supported languages simultaneously. Each step of that process is displayed transparently as it happens.

The cross-lingual dimension is particularly significant. A question posed in English can surface articles in Russian, Chinese, or German, without any external translation on your part. The system generates multilingual concept equivalents automatically and searches across all languages at once. This is not translation; it is cross-lingual retrieval based on meaning.

Each result comes with an AI-generated summary in your chosen language (English, German, French, Korean, Japanese, or Traditional Chinese) so you can assess relevance quickly before going to the source. And every result links directly back to the original digitised article. The system never replaces the primary source; it leads you to it.

For larger research inquiries, the NRC can generate synthesis reports: documents that draw on all retrieved sources, include full references, and are downloadable as a PDF. Directly ready for annotation and integration into your own work.

One practical note: this is early access. Some licensing agreements are still being finalised, which means the current collection does not yet represent the platform's full eventual scope. CrossAsia is actively seeking feedback from researchers, and user interviews are available for anyone who wants to engage more closely with the development process.

All processing runs on the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin's own IT infrastructure. Licensed materials remain protected and are never exposed to unauthorised users.

We are planning to add the full text from the Tibetan newspaper to it. Then the whole NRC will be expanded with another language. 
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- Rights management
- Coordination with publishers & institutions worldwide

- Modular solution for technical applications
- Databases, search interfaces, DH tools 

- Research Data & DMP consulting
- Support for data management plans

- Open Access publishing
- CrossAsia Repository for publications and research 

data
- Metadata exchange

- Sharing of metadata and full texts with partner 
systems

- Sustainability
- Archiving and reuse of project outputs in CrossAsia 

systems

 Tibetan Newspapers (up to come)
• ~20,000 pages (1950s–60s) · rights cleared globally · 

open access database

 Digital Tibetan Archives Bonn (DTAB)
• 4,268 legal documents · Handover of the database 

from the project manager

 Estate of Isrun Engelhardt
• Materials prepared by IAAW, Humboldt University 

Berlin

What CrossAsia brings to a project Concret example

Collaboration opportunities

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
I want to close by giving some insights about how CrossAsia can work with researchers and institutions outside Germany.
One opportunity is project partnership. CrossAsia can enter a research project at the proposal stage already before funding is confirmed. We can advise on how to structure the data component of a project, what infrastructure is available, and how to ensure that what a project produces remains useful to the field after the funding ends.
In practice, what that contribution looks like varies. For the Tibetan newspaper corpus, it meant rights management: years of negotiation with publishers and institutions across multiple countries to clear the digitised material for open access. Without that groundwork, a twenty-thousand-page newspaper corpus would remain either unpublished or legally precarious.
For the Digital Tibetan Archives Bonn, it meant taking over a database of 4,268 legal documents. A handover from the project team to a sustainable institutional home, so that the work of digitisation and data preparation done during the project does not simply disappear when the database was going offline.
For the estate of Isrun Engelhardt, it means working with the IAAW at Humboldt University to make research materials permanently findable and accessible.
The common thread is sustainability. And there is an accumulation effect over time: each dataset that enters the open pool lowers the entry cost for the next project. Identifiers established in one context spare the next researcher the same decisions. Over time, this builds something no single project could fund: a shared foundation for the field.
If you are planning a project involving digitisation, research data, or text corpora in any of CrossAsia's regions, we would like to hear about it. 



Forschungsantrag mit Leipzig zu den dortigen Sammlungen, leiterin: Dagmar Schwerk, Taube, Erkes, Schubert, Franke
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Thank you for your attention!

Contact: antje.ziemer@sbb.spk-berlin.de

Website: crossasia.org

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen



Dauer: ca. 1,5 min

mailto:antje.ziemer@sbb.spk-berlin.de
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