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Abstract:

Libraries increasingly subscribe to electronic databases that contain large corpora, for example Early
English Books Online, Eighteenth Century Collections Online, Proquest Newspapers, Apabi Reader and
Siku Quanshu. There are also free online collections, beginning with Project Gutenberg, but including a
host of others, notably the Internet Archive, HathiTrust, and Googlebooks. The search function on these
is typically designed to help people locating works by a particular author, title, or subject, as well as
some limited searching by topic. In other words, first and foremost these are elaborate card catalogs,
but with better cross-indexing. They also allow a certain amount of searching within the texts, but not
every text has been converted to a text file, and even when they have, it is unclear how much “cleaning
up” has been done afterwards.

This study seeks to answer the following questions about such databases in English:

How useful are such databases for other types of searches, for example corpus studies (word frequency,
sentence length, etc)?

To what extent are privately compiled corpora re-inventing the wheel?

Can we do a cost-benefit analysis of these sites?

This research was partially funded by a grant from the Hong Kong Research Council in support of the
project “Conceptualizing China through Translation”, project no: 14603115.
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