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An Evolutionary Tale

• Scissors-and-Paste Journalism

• Human Error, Computer Error

• Constricted Pathways from Sydney to Scotland

• Irregular Pathways from the American Frontier

• A Case for Little Big Data



Scissors-and-Paste

Journalism



Reprints in the 18th Century

• Copyright Law in the Atlantic World

• Range of Correspondence Networks

• Means of Transmission of News Content

• Acceptance, Appreciation, Encouragement



Human Error,

Computer Error



Anonymity...

• Structure of the Printing Trade

• Brainy Working-Class Boys

• Patronage and Formal Correspondence

• Local Gossip and Personal Correspondence 

• The By-Line a post-1850 Convention

• Limited, Even (Especially) by Public Figures

• Latinised Pseudonyms For Commentary

• News Largely Detached from Authorship

• Assured, but Anonymous, Authority



...and Historiography

• "Killer Quotations"

• Conflation of Editor, Author, and Location

• Limited Time and Resources 

• Local Archives and Digital Archives

• Tua Culpa, Mea Culpa



...and the Digital Humanities

• 'Viral Texts' Project

• Inaccessible OCR Data: Solvable!

• Incompatible OCR Data: Solvable!

• Messy OCR Data: Solvable?



Constricted Pathways 

from Sydney to 

Scotland



Sydney Gazette, 8 November 1815



Meme Identification on OCR

• Manual Keyword Searching

• Multiple Terms

• Multiple Databases

• Plagiarism Detection Software 

• nGram and Edition Tracking

• Directionality Seemingly Impossible



Pathways Based On Dates

TimesCourier

Star

St. James Chronicle

Sydney Gazette

Morning Chronicle

Caledonian Mercury

Aberdeen Journal





• Addition of Headline

• Corrections to Grammar

• Simplification of Terminology

• Imposition of House Style



Based On Text Matching

Sydney Gazette (1816) London Star (1) 1145
Morning Chronicle (3) 1146

London Star (1) London Courier (2) 1216
London Times (2) 1215
London St James Chronicle (2) 1200
Morning Chronicle (3) 1204
Caledonian Mercury (6) 1143
Aberdeen Journal (8) 869

London Courier (2) Morning Chronicle (3) 1207
Caledonian Mercury (6) 1145
Aberdeen Journal (8) 873

London Times (2) Morning Chronicle (3) 1216
Aberdeen Journal (8) 876

London St James Chronicle (2) Morning Chronicle (3) 1196
Caledonian Mercury (6) 1134
Aberdeen Journal (8) 863

Morning Chronicle (3) Caledonian Mercury (6) 1154
Aberdeen Journal (8) 871

Caledonian Mercury (6) Aberdeen Journal (8) 853



Based On Text Matching

Times Courier

Star

St. James Chronicle

Sydney Gazette

Morning Chronicle

Caledonian Mercury

Aberdeen Journal



Based On Close Reading

Times Courier

Star

St. James Chronicle

Sydney Gazette

Morning Chronicle

Caledonian Mercury

Aberdeen Journal



Based On Close Reading

Times Courier

Star

St. James Chronicle

Sydney Gazette

Morning Chronicle

Caledonian Mercury

Aberdeen Journal



Don't let the truth...



Irregular Pathways 

from the American 

Frontier



Glasgow Advertiser, 21 February 1791



London Star, 17 February 1791



Evening Mail,14 February 1791



Whence?

• Minor Changes at Start and End:

• "dated November 5, 6, and 7" vs "dated Nov. 7"

• "expectation" vs "impatience"

• "whole truth of the matter" vs "further particulars"



Virginia Gazette and Alexandria Advertiser

9 December 1790



Whence?

• Many Versions of this Story in the Atlantic

• Textual Integrity Extremely High

• Look to Para-textual Material

A Stabbing in Honduras



Whence?



Glasgow Advertiser, 21 February 1791



New York Daily Advertiser, 14 December 1790



New York Daily Advertiser, 14 December 1790



Based On Close Reading

Evening Mail

Jamaican Paper
27 November 1790

London Star

Virginia Gazette
1 December 1790

Glasgow Advertiser

New York Paper 
December  / January 1791

Bahama Gazette
December  / January 1791



The Paratext Paradox



The Offline Penumbra



Conclusions

The development of automatic OCR correction and 

text-matching tools promises the creation of 

meme caches within newspaper databases

Once memes are identified, highly detailed 

transcriptions are (currently) necessary to 

determine directionality and branching

Applying the theory of doubt between man 

and machine leads to greater certainty

How we deal with spatial problems, on

and off the page, will determine

our full success
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