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We all know that the ongoing digitization of 
historical newspapers makes it possible to 
explore nineteenth century novelties in new 
ways. Then again, in this mini-panel we argue 
that digitized 19th century newspaper files 
should also be seen as novelties as well.





The process of digitization, OCR, article 
segmentation, modes of presentation 
(depending on GUI) etcetera are all 
infrastructural settings that transforms 
newspapers into new objects with a media 
specificity different from the original paper 
prints.



By using ideas from the emerging field of digital 
artifact studies, the aim of this small panel is 
hence to examine and methodologically analyze 
the potential (im)possibilities of digitized 
newspapers, as well as the characteristics of these 
digital objects.



If DH-inspired textual research has regularly 
focused on graphically clean fiction and ’white 
media’ (resulting in a strong signal), applying 
digital methods to 19th century newspapers is a 
more messy business—mostly resulting in noise. 



A Tale of Scissors & Scanners



During the 19th century journalists and 
newspaper editors frequently copied and 
pasted news items. These were inserted into 
and tailored to fit the specificity of the medium 
of the press—form, in short, affected content. 



In a similar manner as during the 19th century
—alas, moving from scissors to scanners—
digitizatin today transforms content. 





Riksarkivet MKC in Fränsta, Sweden [in 
co-operation with the National Library] 
has installed Zissor Content System for 
their digitization of old Swedish 
newspapers. On a daily basis up to 50.000 
pages are digitized with OCR and 
automatic article recognition by the use of 
Zissor software. 







As a consequence, the growing reliance on 
digital reproductions of old newspapers raises 
questions (from both a heritage and research 
perspective) regarding the function of such 
scanned documents, especially the relation 
between newspaper source documents and its 
digital reproductions.



In short, how reproductive is a 
digital reproduction? 



My presentation departs from—and will 
describe—the ways in which 19th century 
newspapers have been digitized at the National 
Library of Sweden, with a particular focus on 
the actual transmission from the analogue to 
the digital domain. On a more theoretical level 
then, the informative capacity of digital 
reproductions will be addressed.





The National Library of Sweden has been 
collecting virtually everything printed in 
Sweden (or in Swedish) since 1661, mainly 
books and newspapers. Through legal deposit 
not only print, but also television and radio 
programs, are now collected, as well as movies, 
videos, music and computer games.



During the 19th century and onwards, legal 
deposits paved the way for the development of 
other collections including postcards, posters, 
maps, sheet music, advertisements, menus, 
school yearbooks, annual reports etcetera.



Naturally, the National Library also maintains 
a vast collections of manuscripts, letters, 
portraits, photographs and materials acquired, 
purchased or donated to the library—as well as 
a number of personal archives from prominent 
Swedish writers and cultural icons, notably 
August Strindberg.
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Even in a small country as Sweden, during the 
19th century hundreds of different newspapers 
were in circulation. Following the legal deposit 
law, they were all collected by the National 
Librarys—yet, in the 1940s problems of 
preserving newspapers started to become 
urgent.







Microfilm: initially as preservation— 
and only secondly as a way of giving  
access.



Around 1970 an estimation was made that 
approximately 30 percent of all Swedish 
newspapers (from 1850 to 1950) had been 
microfilmed.



Even though microfilming newspapers had 
paved the way for handling media transfer—
from printed newspaper to photographed 
microfilm—the National Library was slow in 
embarking on large scale digitization of 
newspapers. 



Media Transfer & the Materiality of Media





A Media Archive of Copies





Around the year 2000, the National Media Archive in 
Sweden started a process to automatically (via a robot 
solution) migrate all of its video and tape collections—at a 
speed of 2.700 hours a day—to file based formats.





In 1998, a first Scandinavian digitization 
project was set up at the National Library, and 
a couple of years later, 200 000 Swedish 
newspaper pages were delivered to the 
European project TELplus—also resulting in a 
rudimentary database (still in use). 
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… to explore possible ways of framing 
and structuring [the digitization 
process], in order to enhance the 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e d i g i t a l 
transmission and the characteristics of 
its products […] The digitisation 
process results in a new document with 
an informative capacity that more or 
less resembles the source document. 



from transmission to translation?





In o u r o n g o i n g p r o j e c t (fin a n c e d b y 
Söderbergstiftelsen 2014–16), we use digital 
methods to analyze Swedish digitized newspaper 
texts about 19th century media technologies, such 
as the telegraph, daguerreotypes, cinematography 
and so on.  

We are not using the search interface provided by 
the National Library—but rather work directly 
with the full-text files that can be downloaded. 
The digital version of Aftonbladet 1831-62 is 
made up of some 40  000 pages and 200  000 
million words. 



Most research around the digitisation of text tend 
to focus on problems with OCR. Software 
developers sometimes promise 90 percent 
accuracy—where only one out of 10 characters 
will be misinterpreted. Still, with words on 
average five characters long there will be an error 
then in every second word. And a word of ten 
characters, in fact runs the risk of being 
misinterpreted every time.  



… 3 000 misspellings of the words ”elektrisk telegraf ”



Tekniska Museet 6r 1963 

dosa till grammofon .Polyphon., tva fodral av kartong med plast-
band som vid lamplig gnidning som tal aterger .Tag Wademecum., 
diverse aldre elektriska glodlampor, bl.a. en >Tope. fran Holland. —
AB Volvo, Skovdeverken: automobilmotor typ B 18 for personbilar 
»Volvo., med tillverkningsnr 1 000 000 av alla fran Skovdeverken 
(tidigare Skovde Mekaniska Verkstad och AB Pentaverken) levere-
rade motorer. — VVS-massan 1963 genom Mobelarkitekt Rollen-
hagen: skorstensror av svartplat med ventilatorhuv, typisk for taken 
pa hogre hus i svenska stader annu under 193o-talet. — Maskinist 
Birger Ahman, Uppsala: stOrre bordsgrammofon, »His Master's 
Voice., med fallbart solfjadermembran (enligt Gaumont, patent om-
kring 1923), som ljuddosa och automatiskt stopp, natstromsdriven 
radiomottagare omkring ar 1929, och separat hogtalare bada av Phi-
lips fabrikat. — Revisor M. Oberg: hopfallbar meterstock med ska-
lor i mm, gamla och nya (decimal-) turn, sannolikt svensk tillverk-
ning, och hopfallbar alnstock med skalor for engelska turn, svenska 
gamla och nya turn samt mm, engelsk tillverkning omkring ar 1900. 
— Kamrer L. cidman, Nasbypark: stereokamera, .Mars., tyskt fabri-
kat fran 189o-talets borjan, ridaslutare, .Thornton & Pickard., fran 
England, troligen ar 1892, newtonsokare av tyskt fabrikat, slutare 
for moment- eller tidexponering, driven av gummisnodd, fran J. Lan-
caster & Son, Birmingham, omkring ar 189o, samt automatisk utlo-
sare »Autoknips., fran Schweiz omkring ar 1915. — Herr C.-E. Os-
terlind, Lidingo: miniatyrsockertopp, julgransprydnad fran seklets 
borjan, reklam for Tanto Sockerbruk i Stockholm. 

Bland de fa foremal museet kunnat inkopa ar en pa auktion in-
ropad modell av trippelexpansionsmaskin med G. Flodmans slidregle-
ring, som fanns pa manga mindre angbatar i lokal kustfart under 
seklets borjan. 
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ocr & clean text
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M. ÷berg: hopf‰llbar meterstock med ska-  
lor i mm, gamla och nya (decimal-) tum, sannolikt svensk 
tillverkning, och hopf‰llbar alnstock med skalor fˆr engelska 
tum, svenska gamla och nya tum samt mm, engelsk 
tillverkning omkring Âr 190o. ó Kamrer L. C5dman, N
‰sbypark: stereokamera, ªMarsª, tyskt fabri-kat frÂn i 89o-
talets bˆrjan, ridÂslutare, ªThornton & Pickardª, frÂn 
England, troligen Âr 1892, newtonsˆkare av tyskt fabrikat, 
slutare fˆr moment- eller tidexponering, driven av 
gummisnodd, frÂn J. Lancaster & Son, Birmingham, omkring 
Âr 189o, samt automatisk utlˆ- sare ªAutoknipsª, frÂn 
Schweiz omkring Âr 1915.
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“the problem is that while we think we 
are searching newspapers, we are 
actually searching markedly inaccurate 
representations of text” (Hitchcock, 
2013) 



Another problem is auto-segmentation, where the 
digital version of Aftonbladet from 1831-62 is 
divided into some 3,5 million “text blocks” 
generated by the auto-segmentation tool in the 
digitization process—a tool that marks separate 
text units on the pages.  





ocr & noicy text
… for the OCR tool to work properly the software 
must be able to analyze and recognize layout and 
structure of scanned pages, i.e. which parts are 
columns, headers, footers, titles and sections of 
text. Based on headers, close proximity and font 
styles words are then clustered into segments of 
text.



In addition, the algorithm makes certain 
assumptions about similarities between editions 
and pages, which is very complicated on a 19th 
century newspaper page with up to 100 separate 
news items, telegrams and advertisements, 
printed with many different fonts in eight 
columns.









ocr & noicy text
… in classical information theory, the signal is 
usually defined as “useful information” and noise 
as “waste information”—alas, noise is often 
understood as distorting the signal and make it in 
unintelligible.



Cultural Heritage as Digital Noise 





The problem from a DH-perspective with the 
newspaper digitization at the National Library of 
Sweden has been its recurrent focus on “the 
newspaper-page-as-image”—and too little focus 
on (more or less) correct textual output. 









– thanks.

www.pellesnickars.se


