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1. Introduction

The Database of the Southern Dutch Dialects (DSDD) is the result of bringing together the
datasets of three large dialect dictionaries (The Dictionary of the Flemish, Brabantic and
Limburgian dialects) in a harmonised dataset of concepts (Van den Heuvel, et al., 2016), a
user-friendly search engine and a geo-visualisation tool. The application backend provides an
Application Programming Interface (API) to export subsets of the data for analysis using existing
digital research tools.

At the previous DH Benelux conferences the DSDD team introduced the project (2017),
explored the cartographic tools (2018), demonstrated the prototype (2019) and explored the
potential for interdisciplinary synergies (2021). Currently the database consists of 29.981
concepts and 530.605 different dialect words. The team will now present a case study that
illustrates the role of dialect data in enabling cross-domain studies such as efficiently searching
for plants in global herbaria collections using their local dialect names.

2. Interdisciplinary Methodological Approach

The DSDD was conceived as an interdisciplinary project, bringing together researchers from
four core disciplinary areas:
a) dialectologists for a thorough understanding of the dialect words (Van Keymeulen, 2004),1

and the lexicographical construction of the dictionaries and computational linguists for the2

modelling of dialect data (De Vriend, 2012) and the conceptual understanding of the linguistic
make-up of the dictionaries,
b) cartographers to identify appropriate web-mapping technologies currently used beyond the3

field of linguistics which could be adapted for geo-visualisation of dialect data,

3 CartoGis Research Group, Department of Geography, Ghent University
2 Dutch Language Institute; Catholic University of Leuven, University of Groningen
1 Ghent University, Department of Linguistics; Radboud University, Nijmegen and the Meertens Institute
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c) digital humanities experts to understand how to manage research data sustainably and to4

design research scenarios for the analysis of the integrated dataset using existing digital
research tools and5

d) computer and data scientists to understand how to manage and inter-link the linguistic6

concepts and dialect words using linked open data technologies, plus provide access to data via
an API.

In this paper we will focus on the collaboration with computer and data scientists and the
application of AI with regards to natural heritage collections.

3. DSDD Platform and Integrated Dataset

The DSDD Platform consists of a user-friendly search engine and a geo-visualisation tool . In7

the DSDD researchers can search for dialect words for specific concepts (e.g. 'dandelion') or for
the specific meaning of a dialect word. Furthermore they can filter the results according to their
needs, by country, theme or location (see Figure 1). The geographical distribution of the results
can be visualised on dialect maps using colours and symbols, which can be customised by the
user. The researcher can select the various colours, symbols and size him or herself and adjust
the legend to a certain extent as s/he sees fit. (see Figure 2)

Figure 1. DSDD Search Engine

7 The application consists of a Solr-based backend implementing an API on the data, and a user interface
developed in Vue.js, with cartographical components based on the Leaflet library.

6 IDLab - Internet Technology and Data Science Lab, Ghent University

5 See for example: Barbot, L.; Fischer, F.; Moranville, Y and Pozdniakov, I (2019) Which DH tools are
actually used in research? [Blogpost] weltliteratur.net - A Black Market for the Digital Humanities:
https://weltliteratur.net/dh-tools-used-in-research/

4 Ghent Centre for Digital Humanities
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Figure 2. Geo-visualisation of the dialect words for 'dandelion'

Until now, it had not been possible to gain data-level access to the integrated dataset. Within the
DSDD platform, researchers are able to export subsets of the data, such as Excel, tsv, csv and
xml files (see Figure 3) for analysis by using existing digital research tools. This functionality is a
first application of the DSDD Application Programming Interface (API), which is also accessed
by the user interface, for access to larger datasets.
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Figure 3. Data export of the dialect words for paardenbloem 'dandelion'

4. Case Study: Searching Herbaria

Herbaria are physical repositories of preserved plant collections that are usually in the form of
dried plant specimens mounted on a sheet of paper or book. A herbarium specimen consists of
a pressed and dried plant sample that is permanently glued and/or strapped to a sheet of paper
along with a documentation label. Herbaria act as time capsules transporting important
biodiversity information across time.

Figure 4. Pipeline with a query mapping layer using DSDD

With the advent of large infrastructure projects such as DiSSCo, there has been an exponential
growth in the usage of computerised data information systems to record and access digitised
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plant specimen collections worldwide. However, the usability of these collections are largely
limited since the plants in these collections are indexed using their botanical names that are not
often familiar to the general public. Therefore, to improve the reach and usability of such
collections, an exploratory study was performed using the dialect data from DSDD to search for
plants using local names within Belgium. Figure 4 shows the adapted overall pipeline with a
query mapping layer built using DSDD.

Figure 5. Result of the pipeline for query word paardenbloem ‘dandelion’

As end users will not always be familiar with the botanical name of a plant, a link has been
made to the dialect names (almost two hundred different names) of these plants over different
regions in Belgium. As such, people can query for plants in their own dialect. The mappings
between the original plant names and their dialect alternatives are based on the DSDD. Finally,
in order to maximise usability/retrievability, a fuzzy string matching algorithm matches the query
input to the plant names in the dataset. This is in turn mapped to the botanical name of the
plant. As explained in (Thirukokaranam Chandrasekar et. al, 2021), other existing plant
collections such as GBIF and PLANTCOL are also linked to the herbaria that further8 9

maximises the usability of these collections. Figure 5 shows a sample outcome of the pipeline.

9 PLANTCOL Database - https://www.plantcol.be/
8 GBIF - https://www.gbif.org/occurrence/charts?dataset_key=bfc6fe18-77c7-4ede-a555-9207d60d1d86
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5. Future Directions

Future work on the DSDD will consist of adding semasiological dialect dictionary data, starting
with Woordenboek der Zeeuwse Dialecten. The infrastructure will also be extended in the
context of the CLARIAH-PLUS project. By opening up and integrating this unique dialect
dataset, a significant milestone towards realising a lexicographical dialect data infrastructure
covering the entire Dutch language area has been achieved.

As learnt from the case study, the DSDD layer opens up the possibility to not only link
collections across different dimensions but also makes it more usable to the general public. As
such, this could be further extended to other digital heritage collections that could result in the
creation of multiple cross-domain applications. All the more, DSDD could be considered as a
pilot study that could give rise to more such dialect studies across different regions of the world.
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