
What I Did for Q?rius
By Patricia Daukantas

GOAL: To research and write short essays about more than 400 geological specimens that would 
become part of the “collections wall” in the Q?rius education lab at the National Museum of Natural 
History. Visitors would scan the bar codes attached to these specimens to find out what they were, 
where they came from, and other information.

STARTING OUT: I was presented with a list of specimens and was asked to classify them – rock vs. 
mineral, sedimentary vs. metamorphic vs. igneous. I also had to decide what types of “narratives” to 
write about the specimens, with the notion that narratives could apply to more than one specimen as 
necessary. I came up with three broad categories for the narratives: formation of the specimens, 
features of the specimens, and how humans use rocks and minerals. I figured out which narratives 
would go with particular specimens. Here is a snapshot of an early version of that spreadsheet:

Ultimately, the specimens would be divided into seven broad categories:



Next, I had to research and write the narratives. Each narrative was only one paragraph long, but they 
had to present scientifically accurate information, which I dug out of several college-level geology 
textbooks and various library books. Periodically I sent the narratives to the scientists in the museum's 
Department of Mineral Sciences for review.

I searched online collections of geology-related images to find compelling images of crystals, rock 
formations, and economically important uses of rocks and minerals. For each image, I had to solicit the 
photographer's permission to use it within the Q?rius database, even in cases where the photographer 
had uploaded it to the Web under a public domain or Creative Commons license. I collected lists of 
links to external (non-Smithsonian) websites related to rocks and minerals. I also interviewed several 
staff members of the Department of Mineral Sciences and wrote up mini-biographies of them. Finally, I
had to paste all this data into huge Excel spreadsheets, which the IT team uploaded into the Q?rius 
database.

Here are a few screenshots from my part of http://qrius.si.edu, showing what happens when the user 
drills down into a particular subcategory.

(I do not know why the metamorphic specimens are named “Metamorphic Rock Something” and why 
the name is repeated twice. I have noticed that the animals and plants in Q?rius are labeled with their 
common name in the larger blue type and their scientific name in the smaller italics. Presumably the 
site developers didn't know how else to account for the lack of “other scientific names” for the rocks 
and minerals.)

Clicking on the schist image takes the user to an image of the rock sample in the collection and some 
basic identifying data from the Smithsonian database:

http://qrius.si.edu/


Clicking on the “How Metamorphic Rocks Are Formed” tab brings the user to one of the narratives that
I wrote:

The images and the links under the “Related Resources” subhead are part of the content I collected to 
accompany the narratives.



Clicking on “Meet our associated expert” yields this:

Following is the full text of the “associated expert” narrative. I do not know why the museum IT people
did not fix the glitch that changed single and double quotation marks to question marks.

Leslie Hale, the Smithsonian's rock and ore collections manager at the Smithsonian National Museum 
of Natural History, tells people that she is a “rock librarian.” While growing up in Bowie, Md., not far 
from the Smithsonian, Hale collected rocks and took a summer class on lapidary art (making jewelry 
out of stone). Her career choice was greatly influenced by her attendance at a magnet high school for 
science and mathematics and taking geology as a senior-year elective. Hale joined the Smithsonian 
staff shortly after finishing her bachelor's degree at the University of Maryland in 1989. Today, she 
supervises two full-time staff members as well as several volunteers, interns, and contractors. She 
assists Smithsonian scientists and visiting researchers who want to use the museum's extensive 
collection of rock and ore specimens. Hale also sends out rocks on loan to geologists at distant 
universities; she keeps track of the objects' whereabouts and sends out requests for return or loan 
renewal. Finally, she gives tours of the Smithsonian's geology research facilities, conducts inventories, 
answers questions from the public, and identifies rock specimens. 


