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Curatr: A Data Interface for the British Library Nineteenth Century 
Corpus (Research) 

Name of Team: Curatr at UCD Insight and Centre for Cultural Analytics 

Names of entrants: Gerardine Meaney; Derek Greene; Karen Wade; Susan Leavy; Maria Mulvany 

Affiliation/Organisation/Company: University College Dublin 

Job title(s): Professor of Cultural Theory (PI); Assistant Professor of Computer Science; 
Lecturer/Assistant Professor of Cultural Analytics; Assistant Professor of Information and 
Communication; Research Co-ordinator 

 

URL: http://curatr.ucd.ie and http://contagion.ie  

Please reqest log in details from derek.greene@ucd.ie  

Summary: Curatr is an easy to use data interface which opens up the British Library Nineteenth 

Century Corpus to readers and researchers, providing unique insights into the themes, topics and 
content of the corpus. 

Abstract: Curatr is an online platform for the exploration and curation of the British Library Corpus, 

comprising 35,000 unique volumes and a searchable interface of 12.3 million individual pages of 
text, which can be filtered and sorted by author, title and year. This corpus includes English-
language books dating from 1700 to 1899, but it is strongest in relation to the late nineteenth century. 
The Curatr interface incorporates the topical catalogue of volumes used by the British Library from 
1823-1985. It allows users to search the entire corpus or a specific subset of the corpus.  

Curatr enables keyword and lexicon search functions incorporating artificial intelligence techniques, 
which help locate research topics within little known or very long unwieldy texts.  It also supports the 
development and export of sub-corpora, defined thematically, chronologically and by content or 
classification. The development of this system addresses the requirements for online document 
curation without the need for extensive technical training: the quality of the results depends on the 
accuracy and focus of the search terms or lexical seed words provided by the researcher. 

There are inevitable variations in the legibility of digital versions of earlier texts and those in non-
standard formats. As well as simplifying text mining techniques for non-specialist, a key use of Curatr 
is to assist researchers and students to identify original texts relevant to their work for consultation 
in situ in the library. 

The system is built upon a corpus curation workflow that incorporates elements of information 
retrieval techniques and the use of neural word embedding. 

http://curatr.ucd.ie/
http://contagion.ie/
mailto:derek.greene@ucd.ie
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Research Question: Curatr was originally built for the IRC funded ‘Contagion, Biopolitics and 

Cultural Memory’ project to enable research into culturally and historically specific understandings 
of contagious disease that appear within the British Library Corpus. As well as engaging with current 
debates in digital humanities in relation to how topic modeling and other “big data” methodologies 
may be used to further our understanding of literature, this project asks: 

1. Can data analytics help us understand and change the stories we tell ourselves about our bodies, 
diseases and identities? 

2. How much continuity exists between nineteenth century biopolitics and contemporary attitudes? 

3. What problems does this persistence create for major social challenges in the areas of public 
health and how can these be addressed? 

How does your project showcase British Library digital content? 

Curatr is built upon the British Library Digital Corpus and provides a simple and intuitive interface 
which renders this massive collection easily accessible to readers. While a version of the corpus is 
available to researchers at UK universities via JISC, it has been somewhat under-used due to lack 
of familiarity with the resource and the relevant digital methodologies by most literary and historical 
researchers. Curatr’s novel and flexible search facilities allow users to easily locate relevant 19th-
century works within the corpus which deal with topics of interest to them, many of which will be 
rare, unfamiliar, or previously not considered pertinent to the subject of interest. In doing so, it 
provides a portal for researchers and general readers into a unique and hugely valuable digital 
cultural resource, which is not easily accessible by other means. 

What was your approach (methodology)? 

Curatr uses textual information retrieval methods to index all English-language books and 
associated metadata from the British Library Digital Corpus, allowing the collection to be browsed, 
searched, and filtered based on fields such as year of acquisition/edition, author, and publication 
location. This index is accessible through a custom web-based interface developed in Python. This 
interface includes text search tools, temporal data visualisations based on volume dates, and 
semantic network visualisations for exploring word associations in the corpus.  We also use 
recommender systems and natural language processing techniques to recommend similar volumes 
related to the current volume being viewed, and to support the curation of sub-corpora of volumes 
related to a specific topic or theme. 

Did you face any challenges, and if so how did you overcome them? 

1. Scale and precision: The scale of the data and the difficulty which this created for locating 
references to diseases often known by multiple names or euphemisms in the corpus. This challenge 
was resolved by indexing via Apache Solr and the development of a custom web-based interface 

developed in Python.  

2. Metadata and Publication History: The dates ascribed to the volumes in the corpus are those of 
the editions acquired, not necessarily dates of first publication. This is very valuable metadata, as 
it tells us a great deal about the publication and reception history of the books in the corpus. To 
identify the emergence of historical trends, however, it needs to be supplemented with the dates of 
first publication where these differ. As part of the VICTEUR project, this information will be 
extracted from existing scholarly databases, such as ‘At the Circulating Library’ 
(http://www.victorianresearch.org/atcl/), and ultimately from Worldcat. 

3. Representativeness of the corpus:  As inclusion in the BL Nineteenth Century Corpus depended 
on issues of copyright and contingency, we are currently working with sources from the Internet 

http://www.victorianresearch.org/atcl/
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Archive and sourcing previously undigitised catalogues to identify a sub-corpus, the fiction included 
in Mudie’s Select Library. Mudie’s pre-eminent position as an arbiter of middle class literary taste 
will allow us to identify which novels in the corpus were in wide circulation in the Victorian period. 
Ultimately, this will allow us to augment the corpus from the Internet Archive and Project Gutenberg 
if there are significant gaps (research to date indicates these are very rare). 

Impact your project has made 

Engagement with clinicians: 

The Bodies of Data conference included a panel with clinical professors of psychiatry and 
gerontology and has led to an ongoing dialogue with clinicians, e.g. a planned presentation on 
vaccination and anti-vaccination narratives in the corpus in collaboration with the Mind Reading 
network (see below) and the Royal College of Physicians in Ireland at the Lexicon public library 

(postponed to 2021 due to Covid 19 restrictions).  

“Narrative, Culture, and Public Health’, Mind Reading: The Role of Narrative in Physical and Mental 
Health and the Experience of Illness, University of Birmingham, 18-19 June 2018. Gerardine 
Meaney, Cormac O’Brien, Susan Leavy. The Mind Reading Network (University of Birmingham, St 
Anne’s College Oxford, and UCD) brings together  psychologists, psychiatrists, philosophers, GPs, 

service users, and historians of literature and medicine.  

Meaney, Gerardine. “Contagion and Curatr" with live streaming to clinical sites as part of the Medical 
and Health Humanities Initiative Lecture Series. Trinity College Dublin Longroom Hub. 18 April 

2019.   

For selected publications and papers to date see team background below. :There are 21 beta 
testers, so it's in the testing phase. There will be a launch with a completely open demo (probably 
for the 1860s), but that has been delayed until we can bring a research technologist on board, which 
hasn’t really been feasible because of COVID. 

Podcast series (1-14): 
https://soundcloud.com/ucd-digital-culture/sets/ucd-centre-for-cultural-analytics 

For selected publications and papers to date see team background below. 

Background information of submitter (or team) 

The team at University College Dublin comprises: 

 Gerardine Meaney, Professor of Cultural Theory in the School of English, Drama and Film 
and Director of the Centre for Cultural Analytics, https://people.ucd.ie/gerardine.meaney 

 Derek Greene, Assistant Professor at the School of Computer Science, and Funded 
Investigator at the Insight SFI Research Centre for Data Analytics, http://derekgreene.com/ 

 Karen Wade, Assistant Professor of Cultural Analytics  in the School of English, Drama and 
Film, https://people.ucd.ie/karen.wade 

 Susan Leavy, Assistant Professor of Information and Communication., 
https://people.ucd.ie/susan.leavy 

 https://people.ucd.ie/maria.mulvany/about 

Relevant publications and papers include: 

Leavy, Susan, Gerardine Meaney, Karen Wade, Derek Greene. (2019) Curatr: A Platform for 
Semantic Analysis and Curation of Historical Literary Texts. In: Garoufallou E., Fallucchi F., William 

https://soundcloud.com/ucd-digital-culture/sets/ucd-centre-for-cultural-analytics
https://people.ucd.ie/gerardine.meaney
http://derekgreene.com/
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De Luca E. (eds) Metadata and Semantic Research. MTSR 2019. Communications in Computer 
and Information Science, vol 1057. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-36599-

8_31  

Leavy, Susan, Gerardine Meaney, Karen Wade, Derek Greene. “Mitigating Gender Bias in Machine 
Learning Data Sets.” July 2020. In Bias and Social Aspects in Search and Recommendation (pp.12-

26) https://DOI:%2010.1007/978-3-030-52485-2_2%20  

Leavy, Susan, Derek Greene, Karen Wade, Maria Mulvany, Gerardine Meaney. ‘Exploring 
Contagion and Migration in European Cultural Memory via Text Mining.” Digital Humanities 

Congress 2018, University of Sheffield, September 6-7 2018.   

Leavy, Susan, Derek Greene, Karen Wade, Gerardine Meaney. “Navigating Literary Text with Word 
Embeddings and Semantic Lexicons”, Workshop on Computational Methods in the Humanities 

(COMHUM 2018), University of Lausanne, Switzerland, 5 Jun 2018.  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