
What is an API!?



What is an API!?
• Acronym for ‘Applications Programming Interface’

• Which means… a pre-defined set of methods that a piece of software 
makes available to other pieces of software so they can talk to it directly

– To send instructions that will be acted on
– To retrieve data to use elsewhere

• Another way for websites to share data with each other is via feeds
– A feed contains the information (data) without the presentation (design) and is 

made available in formats known as XML, RSS and Atom
– You don’t need to know about the formats. They just mean that the data can be 

shown in another context, on another website, or in another way, e.g. via email

• A mashup is a website (or piece of software) that combines data from two
or more sources. The external sources are typically other websites and the 
data can be obtained in various ways, including APIs and feeds

• N.b. internal APIs and public APIs. Most interest around a public API

















Example in detail: Flickr
• Flickr’s API has pre-defined methods that are used to:

– Make something happen on Flickr, e.g. 
flickr.photos.geo.setLocation to set the latitude and longitude 
(known as ‘geo data’) for a picture or set of pictures

• e.g. we could set a longitude of 0° for photos taken on the Prime 
Meridian

– Retrieve data from Flickr to use elsewhere, e.g. 
flickr.groups.pools.getPhotos returns a list of photos for a 
given group

• e.g. photos from the Sailor Chic group



Example in detail: Flickr
• Flickr also makes feeds available, so people 

can

– Follow activity around their friends and photos
• http://api.flickr.com/services/feeds/activity.gne returns a list of 

recent comments on your photos 
• http://www.flickr.com/services/feeds/docs/photos_friends/

returns a list of pictures posted by your friends

– Follow tags
• http://api.flickr.com/services/feeds/photos_public.gne?tags=a

strophotography&lang=en-us&format=rss_200 returns a list 
of recent photos tagged with ‘astrophotography’



To build an API, you need:
• A data source – we have collections

• Standard ways of representing data – we have 
structured metadata

• Identifiers & URLs – we have predictable URLs and a 
repro ID

• Mechanisms for distributing data – we have feeds

• (ideally) Ways to interact with/ enhance data, e.g. 
tagging, geo-tagging…



Benefits
• Every new service can build on top of every other 

existing service – the web becomes a shared platform
with massive creative potential

• Accelerates innovation by making it easier to prototype
new services

• Makes your service more attractive and useful with less 
central development

• Allows you (or others) to create increasingly specialised
services

• Syndicates your content to increase reach



Challenge

• Licensing
– Just metadata or full text records?

– Pictures included?

– What usage is allowed?





NMM status
• Feeds

– Blogs
• Royal Observatory, Greenwich
• The Caird Library

– Collections (OpenSearch)
• recent acquisitions
• by any search term, e.g. 

‘telescopes’ or ‘Herschels’
• by authority, e.g. vessel, 

maker…
– Museum events 

• by today/ tomorrow/ this 
weekend/ all

• by venue
– Astronomy events 

• this week
– Timely website content

• Jobs 
• News/ press releases

• APIs (not yet public)

– Collections
• gallery by subject, 

type, vessel, person or 
site

• individual records by 
repro ID

– Maritime memorials
• by phrase, e.g. 

‘Australia’ or ‘beloved’
• by location

– Astronomy events 
• by day, week, month 

or year
• By search term, e.g. 

‘eclipse’ or ‘meteor 
shower’








