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Oxford Text Archive, 43 years on and in a new home
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[ota slide / demo, inc ota-qa!]
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CLARIN in a nutshell
• CLARIN is the Common Language Resources and Technology 

Infrastructure; 

• it provides easy and sustainable access for scholars in the humanities 
and social sciences and beyond

• to digital language data (in written, spoken, video or multimodal form), 

• and advanced tools to discover, explore, exploit, annotate, analyse or 
combine them, wherever they are located

• through a single sign-on online environment.
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What’s it all about?
● Discovery
● Support
● Sustainability
● Interoperability
● Cross-border collaboration



The datasets
Electronic Enlightenment: a collection of scholarly digital 
editions of correspondence.

Collection started with Voltaire & Rousseau, expanded into 
other Enlightenment thinkers and writers, and has expanded 
into other eras, languages and domains. Now 80 000+ letters, 
15 000+ people

A project in the University of Oxford, initially part of the 
Voltaire Foundation, moved to the Bodleian Libraries in 2008. 
Access is via institutional subscription managed by Oxford 
University Press.

Oxford Text Archive: 63000+ historical texts, language 
corpora, and other outputs of digital humanities research 
project; mostly open access, but some resources restricted to 
authenticated academic users.





Challenges and opportunities with historical texts 
and historical language varieties

Mon papa m'a fait cette grâce de me comander d'estre son secrettaire 
ce premier d'année, et vous tesmoigner les humbles respects de nostre 
maison, avec les veux et prières que nous faisons pour vostre 
prospérité, santé, bonheur et satisfacion, qui ne sont en doutte de vostre 
costé eu égard à nous. Il vous suplie, madame ma cousine, le croire 
toujours bon parent et ne vous despartir de l'affecion que vous devez à 
sa famille, et moy, le secrettaire, je finiray en me disant, et Zozo,

Vos très humbles et respectueux cousins,

Zozo 

Arouet
https://doi.org/10.13051/ee:doc/voltfrVF0850001a1c



The opportunity...and the problem

We want to make new forms of research possible 
by offering freely available online search and 
exploration of our text collections ...

… but in order to search historical texts 
effectively, users need to be able to find inflected 
forms and variant spellings. How can we make 
that search possible?



What are we ultimately aiming for?

Ways to combine close reading with 
big data approaches.



<text id="voltfrVF0850001a1c">
<p>
Paris Paris NAM Paris
, , PUN ,
le le DET:ART le
29 29 NUM @card@
décembre décembre NOM décembre
1704 1704 NUM @card@
</p>
<p>
Madame Madame NOM Madame
et et KON et
très très ADV très
honorée honorée ADJ honoré
cousine cousine NOM cousin
, , PUN ,
</p>
<p>
Mon Mon DET:POS mon
papa papa NOM papa
m' m' PRO:PER me
a a VER:pres avoir
fait fait VER:pper faire
cette cette PRO:DEM ce
grâce grâce NOM grâce
de de PRP de
me me PRO:PER me
comander commander VER:infi commander
d' d' PRP de

estre être VER:infi être
son son DET:POS son
secrettaire secrettaire NOM secrettaire
ce ce PRO:DEM ce
premier premier NOM premier
d' d' PRP de
année année NOM année
, , PUN ,
et et KON et
vous vous PRO:PER vous
tesmoigner témoigner VER:infi témoigner
les les DET:ART le
humbles humbles ADJ humble
respects respects NOM respect
de de PRP de
nostre nostre DET:POS notre
maison maison NOM maison



Which allows us to search by lemma, pos, original form, or modernized form



Rhetoric in EE

Proverbs and similes

"You must excuse me for giving you a Line of 
Latin now and then since I find my self in some 
danger of Losing the Tongue, for I perceive a new 
Language, like a New Mistress, is apt to make a 
man forget all his old ones."

Joseph Addison to William Congreve, December 1699 
http://www.e-enlightenment.com/item/addijoOU0010010a1c

“Mais une femme est un furieux remora; c'est 
encor pis qu'un prieur”
 
Claude Adrien Helvétius to Léger Marie Deschamps  Sunday, 7 October 1764 
https://doi.org/10.13051/ee:doc/helvclUT0030145a1c

"Now you might say — Why are you against it ? " and "Were I to say as much Mr White might be in a rage, and 
Mr Long might say — Mr B. why will you propose such things? — You see it can not be done. The consequence 
would be, that between Mr White, and Mr Harrison, and Mr Long, possession never would be obtained."
Jeremy Bentham to Sir Evan Nepean, Monday, 9 June 1800

https://doi.org/10.13051/ee:doc/bentjeOU0060303b1c

Sermocinatio: the speaker answers the remarks or questions of a pretended interlocutor; or hypophora: asking questions and answering them

"Je meurs d'envie de savoir de leurs 
nouvelles et en quels regimens, et sous 
quels generaux ils ont servi. Vous me 
direz que cela s'en va sans dire, qu'ils ont 
servi en Hollande dans l'armée meme du 
Roy puis que le Roy se trouvoit 
alternativement dans toutes les armées, 
et que ce qu'on appelloit armée de Mr le 
prince, de Mr de Turenne, etc. n'etoit 
proprement parlant que des detachemens 
de la royale."
Pierre Bayle to Jacob Bayle  Monday, 31 July 1673
http://www.e-enlightenment.com/item/baylpiVF0010218a1c



Rhetoric in EE

Proverbs and similes

“Mais un royaume est un grand 
corps isolé, plus séparé de ses 
voisins par la diversité d'intérèts, que 
par la mer, les citadelles, et les 
barrieres qui le renferment.”

Beaumarchais to Louis XIV 1717 
https://doi.org/10.13051/ee:doc/beaupiVF2730014
a1cun

"Tu n'as pas deviné la-dessus, mais bien sur 
l'humeur de Blaise. Il etoit comme un 
dogue ; il est comme un tigre. Tu as eu bien 
du pouvoir de faire parler la machine."

Françoise Huguet de Graffigny to François Antoine Devaux 
Thursday, 23 July 1744 
https://doi.org/10.13051/ee:doc/graffrVF0050722a1c

“grasse comme une abbesse”
 
Voltaire(twice)

"Voilà ce que fera votre despote, ambitieux, prodigue, avare, amoureux, vindicatif, jaloux, foible: car c' est 
ainsi qu' ils font tous, et que nous faisons tous.  Messieurs, permettez-moi de vous le dire; vous donnez trop de 
force à vos calculs, et pas assez aux penchans du coeur humain, et au jeu des passions. Votre système est très 
bon pour les gens de l'Utopie, il ne vaut rien pour les enfans d' Adam."

Jean Jacques Rousseau to Victor Riqueti, marquis de Mirabeau

Sunday, 26 July 1767 https://doi.org/10.13051/ee:doc/rousjeVF0330238a 

Repetition

https://doi.org/10.13051/ee:doc/beaupiVF2730014a1cun
https://doi.org/10.13051/ee:doc/beaupiVF2730014a1cun


New opportunities

"It is not easy to justify assertions about the alleged frequency of infrequency of some 
particular belief or attitude in the past. How many examples does one need to cite in order to 
prove the point? Lacking any satisfactory method of quantifying these matters, all I can do is 
to record my impressions after long immersion in the period."

                                  Keith Thomas, The Ends of Life, Oxford University Press, 2009.

“But the sad truth is that much of what it has taken me a lifetime to build up by painful 
accumulation can now be achieved by a moderately diligent student in the course of a 
morning.”

                                 Keith Thomas, Diary, London Review of Books, 10 June 2010.
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Corpus analysis functions

● Searching 

– words

– lemmas

– wildcards

– regular expressions

– annotations

● Concordancing

● Collocations

https://ota.ox.ac.uk/documents/searching/handbook.html

● Expanding co-text

● Displaying annotations

● Using metadata

● Wordlists

● Keywords

● Identifying multi-word units

● Parallel text alignment

● Beyond text: audio, video and images...

https://ota.ox.ac.uk/documents/searching/handbook.html
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Annotation

Annotation of texts should include structural markup, metadata, and 
linguistic annotation, including:

- Standardized metadata for basic categories such as language, 
relevant dates, author, title and text type;

- Part-of-speech tagging;

- Lemmatization; and

- Modernized (or otherwise normalized) forms
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Enhanced search

When these annotations are made searchable, it can enable the following:

- Enhanced search, for inflected and variant forms of words;

- Cross-searching the content of numerous texts, with results refined on the basis 
of content and metadata values;

- Visualization of results;

- 'Distant reading', data mining and extraction of results across large numbers of 
texts;

- Limited access via search and exploration interfaces to restricted texts, which 
would otherwise not be available to readers;

- Application of further levels of annotation and analysis by users based on the 
basic levels of annotation;

- Linking to resources held in other repositories, allowing cross-repository resource 
discovery and content search.



  

THE PROBLEM: 
it’s difficult to search for 
words across time periods 
and in historical collections

THE SOLUTION:
search can be 
enriched with 
searching for 
variant forms of 
the search term, 
inflections, parts of 
speech

OPTIONS
1) fix the search algorithm
2) fix the corpus

FIX THE SEARCH
Develop or customize lexically-aware 
search algorithms OPTIONS

1) Apply customized NLP tools to the historical 
corpus

2) Normalize the corpus, then use existing NLP 
tools

DOMAIN ADAPTION
Direct application of NLP tools to historical 
varieties
● good for unrestricted text 
● customization, training models, or software 

development are necessary
● gold standard training data required
● every tool has to be customized or 

developed

MODERNIZATION
Translation of variant forms in the 
corpus to a modern form, then 
annotation
● Good for fixed and stable corpus
● Off-the-shelf NLP tools for the 

modernized corpus 1

2

OPTIONS
Two ways to do modernization:
1)  Machine translation
2) Word by word annotation with 

modernized forms

TRANSLATION
inc. retokenization, complex 
mappings, elaboration, 
semantic change; difficult to 
match original and 
translation

MODERNIZATION
Word by word annotation with 
modernized forms maintains integrity 
and alignment with the original text

ANNOTATION
Add further layers of 
annotation with standard 
NLP tools (lemma, POS, 
etc.)

1 2

USING LINGUISTIC 
ANNOTATION TO IMPROVE 
USABILITY OF HISTORICAL 
CORPORA FOR 
RESEARCHERS
Martin Wynne, Electronic Enlightenment 
and Oxford Text Archive, Bodleian 
Libraries, University of Oxford
martin.wynne@bodleian.ox.ac.uk

FIX THE CORPUS
Put the lexical information in 
the corpus

2

1
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Links
http://ota.ox.ac.uk/

http://www.e-enlightenment.com/

http://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/

http://www.clarin.eu/

https://cqpweb.lancs.ac.uk/

http://kaskade.dwds.de/dstar/dta/diacollo/

https://www.sketchengine.eu/

https://lindat.mff.cuni.cz/services/kontext/corpora/corplist

https://www.english-corpora.org/

http://ota.ox.ac.uk/
http://www.e-enlightenment.com/
http://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/
http://www.clarin.eu/
https://cqpweb.lancs.ac.uk/
http://kaskade.dwds.de/dstar/dta/diacollo/
https://www.sketchengine.eu/
https://lindat.mff.cuni.cz/services/kontext/corpora/corplist
https://www.english-corpora.org/
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