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The world of text



Most text corpora are either: 
“born digital”, e.g.,  

Blog posts 

Social media activity 

Stories on fanfiction.net 

Converted from handwritten / typed writing on paper, e.g., 

a collection of 19th-century British novels 

letters written by Seneca 

issues of The North Star



Conversion from physical texts to digital ones can 
be done by 

manual transcription, 

automatic optical character recognition (OCR), or 

a hybrid, e.g., OCR with manual editing



“Where human transcription would be prohibitively 
expensive and slow, through OCR words printed on 
thousands or millions of physical texts become, 
almost immediately to scholarly timelines, machine 
readable data that can be identified and 
computationally analyzed.” 
Ryan Cordell, “ ‘Q i-jtb the Raven’: Taking Dirty OCR Seriously”



OCR without manual verification and correction can 
be problematic – a noisy channel: 

Ryan Cordell,  
“ ‘Q i-jtb the Raven’: 
Taking Dirty OCR 
Seriously”



OCR

There are many options, including 
Tesseract (free, but less friendly) 

OmniPage (commercial) 

ABBYY FineReader (commercial; popular in digital humanities) 



Tesseract

Requires image as input rather than PDFs. 
Given a PDF, first convert it into a directory of images using 
pdf2png.com 



FineReader



Encoding and annotation



bessofhardwick.org

https://www.bessofhardwick.org




“…markup is less like jotting down notes in the 
margins of a book, and more like going through a 
book with a set of highlighters, using one color to 
mark speech acts by women, and another color to 
mark metaphors, and a third color to mark allusions 
to Emily Dickinson. If your book contains a speech 
act by a woman that contains a metaphor, some of 
the text might be highlighted with two colors…your 
‘highlighters’ are what’s called ‘elements’, and 
‘attributes’ that modify those elements” 

Beshero-Bondar et al., DSC 5



Beshero-Bondar et al., 
DSC 5



poetryfoundation.org/poets/claude-mckay

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/claude-mckay


harlemshadows.org

http://harlemshadows.org




bit.ly/32H8YJl

https://bit.ly/32H8YJl


wwp.northeastern.edu/lab/gallery/speakers.html

https://www.wwp.northeastern.edu/lab/gallery/speakers.html


Thoughts on the reading?



“In digital humanities, it seems like the underlying 
mechanism for discovery is ‘let’s try it and see what 
happens’, which is different than what most 
traditional literary scholarship does.” 
Maria Sachiko Cecire, quoted in DSC 2.

But a good way to 
have fun and find 
the unexpected!


