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Abstract

Nowadays, the accessibility and long-term preservation of histori-
cal records are significantly impacted by the sharp increase in the
digitization of these archives. This shift creates new opportunities
for researchers and students in multiple disciplines to broaden their
knowledge or conduct multidisciplinary research. However, given
the vast amount of data that needs to be analyzed, using this knowl-
edge is not easy. Different natural language processing tasks such
as named entity recognition, entity linking, and article separation
have been developed to make this accessibility easier for the public
by extracting information and structuring data. However, histori-
cal newspaper article aggregation is still unexplored. In this work,
we demonstrate the potential of the retrieval-augmented genera-
tion framework that integrates large language models (LLMs), a
semantic retrieval module, and knowledge bases to create a system
capable of aggregating historical newspaper articles. In addition,
we propose a set of metrics that permit evaluating these generative
systems without requiring any ground truth. The results of our pro-
posed RAG pipeline are promising at this early stage of the system.
They show that semantic retrieval with the help of reranking and
additional information (NER) reduces the impact of OCR errors and
query misspellings.

CCS Concepts

« Information systems — Digital libraries and archives; Re-
trieval models and ranking; « Applied computing — Arts
and humanities; Digital libraries and archives; « Comput-
ing methodologies — Natural language generation; Natural
language processing.
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1 Introduction

With the ever-increasing pace of technology, the digitization of
historical archives has experienced a drastic upward trend that pro-
foundly affects the accessibility and long-term preservation of these
documents. Billions of images have been recorded in manuscripts,
newspapers, and old journals during this revolution in digitization.
With the support of optical character recognition (OCR) methods,
handwritten text recognition (HTR) algorithms, or simply by man-
ual annotation, people have been able to extract these data into
large corpora [3, 16]. By converting physical materials into their
digital form, these corpora not only act as a memory bank that
safeguards all fragile documents but also provide accessibility to
all users worldwide, regardless of physical or geographical con-
straints. This massive change also opens up new opportunities
for researchers and students in multiple disciplines, including his-
tory, literature, linguistics, and archaeology. These disciplines can
leverage the stored archives to enhance their knowledge, gain new
insights, or even conduct multidisciplinary collaboration to acquire
multidimensional understanding, strengthening research activities
in the digital humanities field and beyond.

However, given the vast amount of data they have to examine,
it is nearly impossible for researchers to gain deeper insights into
these documents composed of plain texts and images. To alleviate or
further resolve the problem, multiple projects have recently focused
on using advanced techniques in natural language processing (NLP),
which allows researchers to easily benefit from the extracted and
structured data. Several projects have recently been led on the topic
of newspaper analysis, such as NewsEye! [4] and Impresso®. These
projects aim to provide tools for analyzing ancient and multilingual
articles for researchers in digital humanities and the general public.

Given the multiple challenges that historical data pose, such
tools cannot be easily developed. OCR errors, the unstructured na-
ture of the data, and the differences in languages or names between
different periods are some of the significant challenges that limit
their performance. Some works develop methods to extract and
index text data from a large corpus into a knowledge graph for later
retrieval [1]. Others have also tried to solve the problem of time-
changing content by injecting temporal information into the graph
[7]. With the rise of large language models (LLMs) such as GPT,
Llama, and Mistral, researchers have drastically improved several
NLP tasks and achieved state-of-the-art results. Regarding histori-
cal documents, researchers have started to integrate and test closed

https://www.newseye.eu/
Zhttps://impresso.github.io/
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and open LLMs into the named entity recognition information ex-
traction task [8, 9]. Nevertheless, both lines of work come with
certain limitations. One of the principal drawbacks of knowledge
bases is their limitation in automatically generating a full answer
for the user. LLMs, despite their human-like and plausible-sounding
answer, can easily produce hallucinations, thus providing false in-
formation. Hence, in this work, we make use of retrieval-augmented
generation (RAG) [11], an emerging and promising method that
enables the combination of both LLMs and knowledge bases to
enhance the result of language model generation by combining it
with external knowledge. Using a multilingual approach, we im-
plemented a complete RAG system for the historical newspaper
articles of the NewsEye data [6]. We also implement finetuning and
additional vector representation injection to handle some of the
existing problems from the data related to their historical nature.
Lastly, we evaluate the system in both quantitative and qualitative
approaches. For the former, we evaluate the retrieval phase using
standard information retrieval metrics. For the latter, we create
sample queries and discuss the system’s results>.

2 Related Work

RAG has shown promising advancements in information retrieval
methods, attracting many researchers and leading to rapid advance-
ment. The most basic form of RAG follows a pipeline by first index-
ing the documents into a database, proceeding with a retrieval pro-
cess on those embedded documents, and finally creating a prompt
based on the original query and the retrieved information to gener-
ate an answer. This establishes a baseline for more advanced RAG
architectures, mitigating some drawbacks, such as low accuracy in
the retrieval process or hallucinations in the generation module.
With that in mind, much work has been done to maximize the
potential of RAG systems. Some involve optimizing the indexing
strategy and the original query, usually called the pre-retrieval step
[10, 12]. Afterward, a post-retrieval step can be developed to better
select the retrieved documents by choosing the best quality set of
information while removing some of the redundancy existing in
the first retrieval step.

A complete RAG pipeline does not need to be constrained using
only these modules, and it has shown flexibility depending on the
task it needs to work on. Fan et al. [5] proposed a RAG system by
training a model that can be used for hashtag ranking, offering the
ability to work on the recommendation of the mainstream hashtags.
Soman et al. [15] developed a particular RAG system for knowledge
graphs that can work in knowledge-intensive domains such as the
biomedical one. However, to our knowledge, no work has been
done using RAG for historical newspaper articles.

3 Methodology

Our RAG system pipeline can be seen in Figure 1. First, we create
a database using the small multilingual model E5* to embed all
documents into vector representations. We also add metadata to
the text during this step, such as the article’s title. We then index

the E5 embeddings in the open-source vector database Chroma®.

3The code is available in https://anonymous.4open.science/r/RAG-project-8C13/
4https://huggingface.co/intfloat/multilingual-e5-small
Shttps://docs.trychroma.com/
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The document’s similarity calculation is calculated using cosine
similarity and the retrieval process will employ maximal marginal
relevance (MMR) [2]. We use the same procedure on the title or
summary of each article to create a second database which is in
the role of a semantic router in our pipeline. After the creation
of the necessary databases, the main system make use of these
and comprises of four main components: a query router where we
redirect the behavior of the system based on the user’s question, a
base retrieval model where some of the best documents related to
the question are retrieved and they will be ranked using a rerank
module to filter out some irrelevant ones. And lastly, all of these
retrieved documents are aggregated and forward to the prompt
of an LLM to generate the final answer given a user’s query. The
base system uses a query routing procedure to adapt the system to
whether or not to go directly to a web search if none of the retrieved
documents is relevant to the query. We provide an article-level
retrieval mode based on the article database created earlier that can
assess whether the system can continue the normal retrieving path.
In other words, we first use a retrieval module to retrieve text at the
title or summary level, which helps to determine the path to take.
The system goes directly to the web search module if we cannot
retrieve an article with a similarity score that exceeds a certain
threshold. Otherwise, it continues on the traditional path. Then, we
retrieve the documents based on the article title we have retrieved
before employing reranking to select some of the best candidates to
be further forwarded to the prompt. In this step, we set a threshold
to remove irrelevant information. The reranker consists of two
different paths presenting two ways of calculating the similarity
score for a query-document pair; one uses Cohere Multilingual
Reranker® which outputs a Cohere score; the other works on the
named entities and generates a NER score, which is not affected
by the OCR errors, thus injecting more stable information into the
module. First, we extract the named entities with hmBERT 7 [14]
and inject this information into our module. The task involves first
creating a string that encompasses the named entities:

NE_str = concat(ney, ney, ..., “0")

It can be seen that the string is simply the concatenation of
multiple detected entities. The last “O”, used for non-entity tokens,
is added to avoid the problem of an empty string. We pass this string
as metadata for the text embedded using the TF-IDF module during
the reranking process to receive another vector representation apart
from the dense embedding we already have. The NER score is then
calculated on the basis of these vector representations using cosine
similarity. The final score is the weighted sum of the NER and the
Cohere scores. In our experiments, we use LLaMA3 in the answer
generation module.

4 Experiments and Evaluation

In this section, we present the experiments performed and evaluate
the system’s performance in two ways: quantitative evaluation
using benchmark data and qualitative evaluation using historical
data as the primary target.

®https://cohere.com/blog/rerank-3
https://huggingface.co/hmbert
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Figure 1: Modules of the RAG pipeline

4.1 Quantitative Evaluation

4.1.1 Setup. For this evaluation, we used the French and Finnish
subsets of Miracl [20], a multilingual dataset used for the evaluation
of information retrieval. In addition to French and Finnish, we added
English to evaluate the answer generation module. Since this dataset
is already split into passages, we directly indexed each chunk in the
database. In addition, Miracl provides a title as metadata for each
of these passages, which we indexed and used for title retrieval.
Lastly, we set the temperature of LLaMA3 to 0.3 for the final answer
generation module.

We evaluated the system in two tasks: information retrieval and
answer generation. For information retrieval, we used Recall@100
and NDCG@10. The generation of answers is evaluated based on
the retrieved information. We used four metrics and computed their
linear correlation. These metrics compute the similarity or distance
between the answer and the passages that were previously retrieved.
We used the BERT score [19] (F1 score) on the concatenation of all
retrieved passages and the output (the answer), an average cosine
similarity score, a LLM score where we directly prompted LLaMA3
to output a number between 1 and 10 based on the quality of the
answer, and a Quality Index score[13], which we applied to TF-IDF
vectors using the formula:

Iri = pil,

Q= i maxpep pPi pi

N ’
i1 2j= maxpep p}. hep XpepP;
where N is the number of features in the vector representation, P is

all the retrieved paragraphs, r is the answer and p; is the value of
the vector representation of p at index i.

Table 1: Information retrieval results on the Miracl dataset

BM25[20] E5 E5+ Cohere E5+ Cohere + NER

French Recall@100 0.653 0.814 0.870 0.869
NDCG@10 0.183 0.425 0.528 0.482
Finnish Recall@100 0.891 0.923 0.930 0.936
NDCG@10 0.551 0.688 0.750 0.714

4.1.2  Results. Table 1 shows all the results from the different meth-
ods: sparse retrieval (BM25), dense retrieval with cosine similar-
ity (E5), the combination of dense retrieval with a cross-encoder
model (E5+Cohere), and the reranker after injecting information
(E5+Cohere+NER). As expected, dense retrieval produces a superior
result compared to sparse retrieval thanks to its ability to capture
the semantic and context meaning of a sentence. On the other hand,
BM25 is highly dependent on vocabulary matching. In addition,
we can see that with the normal reranking method (E5+Cohere),
the system can increase its performance by nearly 0.1 points for
NDCG. However, injecting NER seems to worsen the final result.
This could be due in large part to the fact that using NER could
cause misleading information in certain situations where named
entities do not directly contribute to the key features of a sentence.
Another factor might come from the errors of the NER extraction
model itself.

Regarding the results of the answer generation module with E5
retrieval shown in Table 2, in the three languages, Finnish shows
the lowest results among the three languages. This might show
the inability of LLaMA3 to handle some languages with fewer
resources. Meanwhile, the difference created by the BERTscore
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Table 2: Answer Generation results on the Miracl dataset

LLM score BERTscore Cosine Similarity —Quality Index

English 5.95 0.84 0.58 0.18
French 5.14 0.66 0.59 0.17
Finnish 2.9 0.58 0.37 0.27

between English and French is significantly higher than that of
other metrics where the gaps are unnoticeable. We computed the
linear correlations between these scores to analyze how well each
metric relates to each other across languages.

Table 3: Metrics correlation on Miracl’s English data

LLM score BERTscore Cosine Similarity =~ Quality Index

LLM score 1 0.36 0.30 0.02

BERTSscore - 1 0.81 -0.41

Cosine Similarity - - 1 -0.56
Quality Index - - - 1

Table 4: Metrics correlation on Miracl’s French data

LLM score BERTscore Cosine Similarity —Quality Index

LLM score 1 0.8 0.78 -0.14

BERTscore - 1 0.86 -0.15

Cosine Similarity - - 1 -0.13
Quality Index - - - 1

Table 5: Metrics correlation on Miracl’s Finnish data

LLM score BERTscore Cosine Similarity =~ Quality Index

LLM score 1 0.56 0.51 -0.01

BERTscore - 1 0.71 0.00

Cosine Similarity - - 1 0.02
Quality Index - - - 1

All three languages share a similar result, where the BERTscore
and cosine similarity show the highest correlation with each other,
greater than 0.7 between each pair. The reason behind this might
involve the fact that both scores work on dense embedding vectors,
making them similar. In addition to this, the quality index is slightly
more correlated with other scores compared to the LLM score in the
English data (Table 3). However, the reverse trend can be observed
for French and Finnish, in Tables 4 and 5, respectively. The quality
index can be seen to have a very low correlation in these languages.
In contrast, the LLM score has a much higher correlation, with
roughly 0.8 in relation to the BERTscore and cosine similarity in
the French data.

4.2 Qualitative Evaluation

Sinceno historical newspaper dataset with ground truth for RAG is
available to allow quantitative evaluation, we performed a qualita-
tive evaluation to analyze how the system performs using query
samples.

Tran, T.T. et al.

4.2.1 Setup. We used the NAS NewsEye dataset [6], a multilingual
dataset of historical newspapers. It comprises articles pages from
the 19th to early 20th century in three languages: French, provided
by the National Library of France, Finnish, by the National Library
of Finland, and German, provided by the Austrian National Library.
For each language, 150 pages are supplied, containing 4,836 distinct
articles. The dataset is separated by paragraphs, which mitigates
the work of chunking. However, many of these paragraphs contain
only a few words, which could be the case that a title is incorrectly
annotated as a paragraph. To handle this problem, during the extrac-
tion process, we concatenated all of these short passages into one
if they belong to the same article. We also removed all unwanted
characters or symbols. For title/summary retrieval, we observed
that most of the models could not adapt to the noise of the docu-
ments, such as OCR errors. This, in turn, worsens the final system
performance, and thus, the module will not be used for these data.
For the retrieval module, we used the large version of E5® which
can convert text in a 1024-embedding space. Finally, we finetune
the retrieval model using the combination of two approaches, GPL
[18] and TSDAE [17] to improve the final performance.

Query: Qui est Carlos Sandov ?

Retrieved: Cependant survient dans le village don Caros
Sandoval, un brillant capitaine de dragons,e fils de
l'alcade, cherchant aventure amoureuse,qui roucoule une
sérénade sous le balcon de labrune Inés, et se prend de
querelle avec, Salvador,qui le provoque et le tue. Or, la
loi est formelle,emeurtrier, fat-ce en duel, est puni de
mort, etl'alcade, qui veut venger son fils, fait arréter
Salvador dans la chambre méme d'Inés, ou il
s'étaitéfugié.

Cohere score: 0.64

NER score: 1

Final score: 0.71

Figure 2: Reranking example 1

Query: Qui est Raffael?

Retrieved: M. Raffaelli est le peintre des pauvres
diables.Il a révé d'écrire a sa fagon sa Chanson desueux,
et celle-la vaudra l'autre. Ses petitsbourgeois et ses
chiffonniers disent bien tousl'inutilité, le vide et la misere
de leur existencenorne ou terrible, misérable ou sans
joie. Chacune ses tableaux est un chapitre de leur vie
admirablement conté.

Cohere score: 0.88

NER score: 1

Final score: 0.91

Figure 3: Reranking example 2

4.2.2  Results. In Figure 2, we show an example in which we delib-
erately damage the query by modifying the name of the exposition
from Caros Sandoval to Carlos Sandov. Similarly with Figure 3 and
Figure 4, the named entities are being added noises.This process is
to experiment with whether the system can produce robust results

8https://huggingface.co/intfloat/multilingual-e5-large
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Query: Qu'est-ce qu'il c'est passé a Bulwaro le 14 janvier
1900 ?

Retrieved: TRISTE CONSTATATION

Buluwaro, 14 janvier. — Le capitainelLlevelyn a fait une
reconnaissance avecle train blindé, a quatre milles au
sudde Gaberones. Il a trouvé le pont, quiavait été si
laborieusement reconstruitpar les Anglais, a I'état de
ruines fumantes.

Cohere score: 0.97
NER score: 0.93
Final score: 0.96

Figure 4: Reranking example 3

despite OCR errors or user misspellings when querying. It can be
seen that, though the Cohere model is obtaining a good answer,
its score is relatively low for Figure 2. However, with the injec-
tion of NER into the model, the score is much higher, indicating
that more precise information can boost the system’s final overall
performance. In other cases, Cohere model could still show some
robust performances despite the noises we have added and provide
high scores without the help of NER information.

Query: Qui est Raffaelli?

Answer: M. Raffaelli is a painter who depicts the lives of
poor people and outcasts in his work. He is known for his
sincere and original talent, which brings truth to life
through his art. He is both a figurative artist of the first
order and an excellent landscape painter.

Query: Qu'est-ce gqu'il c'est passé a Buluwaro le 14
Janvier 1900 ?

Answer: According to the context, it appears that
something significant happened at Buluwaro on January
14, 1900. The text mentions a reconnaissance mission by
Captain Llevelyn with a train and finds a bridge in ruins,
suggesting some kind of conflict or

destruction had occurred.

Query: Qui est Caros Sandoval?

Answer: Based on the provided context, Caros Sandoval
is a brilliant dragon captain and the son of the alcade
(mayor) who seeks adventure and romance. He is killed
in a duel with Salvador, which leads to his father seeking
revenge.

Figure 5: Final answer examples

The final result (Answer) of LLaMA3 in Figure 5 can be seen
to be reasonable given the data. However, it can be seen that the
answer is returned in different languages, whereas the queries are
made only in French. This could create inconsistent quality and
should be addressed in the future.

5 Conclusion and Future Work

In this article, we presented a fully functional RAG system for
historical newspaper articles. To our knowledge, this is the first
RAG system focused on this type of document, opening a new path
for analyzing digital heritage. This can facilitate the way schol-
ars, professionals, and the general public access this rich source of
information. We have also introduced some improvements using
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metadata to inject more information, thus helping the RAG system
to better aggregate the historical newspaper articles. In addition,
we have proposed four evaluation metrics for the answer genera-
tion module for which no ground truth is needed. The first results
and correlation analysis show the system’s potential to produce
aggregated articles despite the noisy nature of historical documents.
However, the proposed metrics are currently highly constrained,
as they are best suited to the more specific task of information
aggregation. The next steps will be to independently improve each
module in the RAG pipeline by injecting more information and
finetuning the LLM with historical newspaper data to increase its
capacity to deal with OCR errors and query misspellings. Finally,
we will develop more comprehensive metrics that better fit the task.
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