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Provenance brings history to life: 
The manuscript collection of 
E.G. Browne
 at
Cambridge University Library.



Edward Granville 
Browne 
(1862-1926)



Browne’s manuscript 
collection







“In the formation of my Persian
library I have always had regard to the 

requirements of my work rather than to 
mere beauty of illumination, illustration,

or hand-writing , and I have been 
singularly fortunate in acquiring the very 

interesting collection of … ” 



Why is the provenance 
of Browne’s collection 
interesting?

• Persian Studies
• How did he approach this 

discipline?
• Where did he get his sources from?

• Diversity of subjects = diversity of 
contacts?

• Unique texts

• Autographs 

• Linking collections with other 
repositories.



Sources for investigating 
provenance

• Archival materials

• Published research 

• Manuscript inscriptions

• His catalogue  



Browne’s catalogue



A posthumous
compilation
• Rich and detailed descriptions

• Transcribes passages of text

• Contains stories 

• Mentions people of many trades

• Inconsistent in the information contained

• Outdated transcription 

• Contains original script

 



Composition of subjects

• Baha’I and Babi faith

• History and biographies

• Persian literature (prose and poetry)

• Arabic texts (literature, history, religion) 

• Turkish texts (literature, history, religion) 

• Sciences, geography, arts 

• Shia theology, mysticism

• Other sects

• Arts  



Catalogue entry





https://sl.bing.net/bmFsvJKd42e





Catalogue entry



Data









Conclusions (collecting)

• Over forty years of collecting (1882-2024) and scholarship
• Purchases on travels
• Manuscripts presented by friends (Riza Tevfik)
• Commissioning copies
• Purchase of major legacy collections (Schindler, BM)
• Purchases from selected dealers in London (Belshah, Naaman)



Conclusions (data and DH research)

• Nodes vs frameworks
• Data sets vs platforms 
• Identity and disambiguation 
• AI in workflows
• Scale and perspective



Provenance and Life

collector

Personal 
and 

academic 
interests 

Travel and 
Serendipity

Book 
production

Socio-
economic 

frameworks 

Social and 
political 

networks



Questions?
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