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How does a humanities scholar end up on 
collaborative, data-driven project?

• Working with archival collections 

• Creating metadata that can be 
computationally analysed

• Finding great collaborative 
partners who want to collaborate 
and develop research questions 
and methods iteratively 

See Ruth Ahnert and Sebastian E. Ahnert, ‘Protestant Letter 
Networks in the Reign of Mary I: A Quantitative Approach’, 
English Literary History 82 (2015), 1-33



How does a humanities scholar end up on 
collaborative, data-driven project?

• Scaling up methods to 
large digitised
collections

• Scaling up again

• Reflecting on what it 
means to do work like 
this

• Being willing to enter 
exchanges with new 
communities, 
collections, and research 
questions

Visit tudornetworks.net
See Ruth Ahnert and Sebastian E. Ahnert, ‘Metadata, 
Surveillance, and The Tudor State’, HWJ 87 (2019), 27-51



The BL and The Alan Turing Institute

• The British Library has digitised millions of pages from its 
collections.

• The national institute for data science and artificial intelligence, The 
Alan Turing Institute, offers the expertise to harness this data to 
answer research questions at scale.



Living with Machines

This data-driven history project contends that the untapped 
depth of digital archives means that still much to learn about 
the human, social, and cultural consequences of the coming 
of the machine age (c.1780-1920). We aim to:

• facilitate new historical findings about the effects of 
mechanisation on the lives of ordinary people

• provide computational means of marshalling at scale the 
UK’s growing number of digitised historical texts, and 
documents

• develop innovative computational models, tools, code, and 
infrastructure that will be transferable to other research 
projects

• Humanists living with machines - experiment in radical 
collaboration.



What data?
A non-exhaustive list: 

British Library:

• Already digitized: Newspapers digitized as part of JISC I and II, Heritage Made 
Digital newspapers , and the British Newspaper Archive (via Findmypast), 
Microsoft Book Corpus  - 60k volumes of C18th & C19th texts

• Being digitized by LWM: more newspaper runs, the Newspaper Press 
Directories, the Road Acts, OS maps not included in NLS data below.

From The National Library of Scotland: Ordnance Survey Maps 

From UK Data Service:  I-CeM (Integrated Census Microdata)

Other sources:

• Journal Corpora - Royal Society, Journal of the Society of Arts 1 and 2

• Vision of Britain GB1900  data set (2.6 million geolocated labels transcribed 
from OS maps)



Working with text



Press PickerMicrofilm

Hardcopy

Press Picker was developed by Olivia Vane, Kasra Hosseini and Giorgia Tolfo



How to read Press Picker

Press Picker was developed by Olivia Vane, Kasra Hosseini and Giorgia Tolfo



Crowdsourced Classification Task





Dictionary Expansion

• Question: Where do the machines live? 

• Solution(?): use senses and their quotations (as listed in the 
Oxford English Dictionary and Thesaurus) to algorithmically detect 
mentions of machines in text

• Starting with senses of the lemma “machine_nn01” Example:
• Lemma id: machine_nn01

• Sense id: machine_nn01-38476096

• Definition: “figurative. A living being considered to move or act automatically 
or mechanically …”

• Quotation: {text : “… force men and women and children to degrade 
themselves into machines as wage-slaves”, year : 1910}



Living Machines – ‘atypical animacy’

• We wanted to identify sentences in which a machine occurs in 
contexts one normally expects to find a person: indicator of 
machines being attributed human-like characteristics or behaviour

• Approach: we used masked language model predictions (such as 
BERT)

“Joy and sorrow – life and death, wrote the little machine”

“Joy and sorrow – life and death, wrote the little [MASK]”

Predictions by likelihood: girl, man, boy, woman, prince

Mariona Coll Ardanuy, Federico Nanni, Kaspar Beelen, Kasra Hosseini, Ruth Ahnert, Jon Lawrence,
Katherine McDonough, Giorgia Tolfo, Daniel CS Wilson, Barbara McGillivray, ‘Living Machines: A study of
atypical animacy’, Proceedings of the 28th International Conference on Computational Linguistics
(forthcoming)



Maps



Credit: Olivia Vane for visualisation, National Library of Scotland for map metadata

Using metadata to understand the shape of digitised 

map collections 

Time

Data facets eg. series, 
edition



OS Maps

6 inch to the mile

1888-1913

15,073 sheets

Credit: Olivia Vane for visualization, National Library of Scotland for map metadata
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Historical Hypotheses

Kellett’s ‘wedge’:

an abstract spatial 

category that doesn’t exist 

as a type of place, but 

which has a consistent 

visual signal.

‘Computer: find me all the 

wedges.’

‘Now find me who lives 

there.’



Place Linking



Possible digital sources for use in Place 
Linking• Starting point: wikidata

• Enrich with: GB-1900 map labels cross-
referenced with: trade & street directories; 
BHO Topographical Dictionaries; Newspaper 
press directories

• Explore possible enrichment with & 
linking to: OS Map metadata (NLS); Goad 
Insurance maps (BL); K.Top early GB maps 
(BL); John Rylands Manchester building 
maps; Quick’s Railway Stations

• Use for place-linking experiments with: 
digital newspaper collections; I-CeM and 
derived census data; autobiographies, etc. –
see spreadsheet

CRITERION THEATRE (Piceadilly-cirens).,

THE THIS EVENING, at .3.), LIARS. CHARLES WYNDHAM 

and Miss MARY MOORE. Messrs. H. Rem))le, Sothern. 

Tharbenr-Corbett, /idle Norwood, Bertram 

Steer, Reginald Walter, Dansey. White. Cabonni ; 

Mesdames Granville, kenoer.Brunton, Dorothy 

Thomas, Dupont, Vine.

Sources: NLS maps (https://geo.nls.uk/maps/gb1900/) and British Newspaper Archive 
(https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/bl/0001652/19070419/006/0001)

https://geo.nls.uk/maps/gb1900/
https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/bl/0001652/19070419/006/0001


Toponyms identified in 
FMP articles that refer to 
Ashton-under-Lyne:

Ashton-under-Lyne

Ashtonunder-line

ASHTONCNDER-LYNE

Ashton-under-lyne

Ashtonunder-Lyne

ASHTON-UXDER-LYNE

Ashton-cnder-Ltne

Aditon-under-line

Asbtcn-under-Lyne

Ashton

ASHTON-UNDER-LYNE

Toponym Matching with 
DeezyMatch

Problem: High degree of variation in toponyms 
(spelling variations, anglicizations, etc) + OCR.

There are 822,161 Wikidata place names: we 
need to make sure we retrieve the entity that is 
correct:

Traditional approaches:

(1) Just pure string matching (after some shallow 
processing): we would only be able to link 
red/orange toponyms

(2) Calculate string similarity between each 
toponym and the 822,161 potential matches: time 
consuming!!



Our solution:

● Candidate selection through toponym matching, 
using neural network architectures.

● Will learn specific transformations depending on 
training data (toponym pairs, OCR error-correction 
pairs, etc)

● Reduced computation cost (0.7s/q vs 32s/q of 
Levenshtein-Damerau)

● User-friendly python library, ready to use on the fly

Toponyms identified in 
FMP articles that refer to 
Ashton-under-Lyne:

Ashton-under-Lyne

Ashtonunder-line

ASHTONCNDER-LYNE

Ashton-under-lyne

Ashtonunder-Lyne

ASHTON-UXDER-LYNE

Ashton-cnder-Ltne

Aditon-under-line

Asbtcn-under-Lyne

Ashton

ASHTON-UNDER-LYNE

Toponym Matching with 
DeezyMatch

See Mariona Coll Ardanuy, Kasra Hosseini, Katherine McDonough, Amrey Krause, Daniel van Strien, and Federico Nanni, ‘A Deep Learning 
Approach to Geographical Candidate Selection through Toponym Matching’, accepted at SIGSPATIAL



Experiments

1. Wikidata and BHO Topographical Dictionaries
2. Wikidata and the Newspaper Press 
Directories
3. Wikidata and Trade Directories

WHITECHAPEL, an 
ecclesiastical parish, in 
the parish of Kirkham, 
union of Preston, 
hundred of 
Amounderness, N. 
division of Lancashire, 
5½ miles (S. E. by E.) 
from Garstang; 
containing about 800 
inhabitants. It consists of 
the Higher end of the 
township of Goosnargh, 
and was constituted a 
parish in 1846....
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Collaboration & research 
in 2020 



Atypical animacy and the negation of 
humanity

See Mariona Coll Ardanuy, Federico Nanni, Kaspar Beelen, Kasra Hosseini, Ruth 
Ahnert, Jon Lawrence, Katherine McDonough, Giorgia Tolfo, Daniel CS Wilson, 
Barbara McGillivray, ‘Living Machines: A study of atypical animacy’, Proceedings of 
the 28th International Conference on Computational Linguistics (forthcoming)



The Environmental Scan

• How representative are the digitised
newspapers of the press as a whole?

All 
newspapers

Digitised
newspapers



Places where 
liberal or 
conservative
newspapers are 
over-represented 

𝛃
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