
Thank	you.		I’d	like	to	talk	about	a	project	funded	by	the	Institute	of	Museum	and	
Library	Services	designed	to	help	bring	to	light	a	vast	amount	of	public	domain	serial	
literature	from	the	20th	century.		And	I’d	also	like	to	show	how	the	data	we’ve	
compiled	in	the	project	can	contribute	to	a	much	larger	set	of	useful	knowledge	
about	our	cultural	.heritage	
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I’ll	be	talking	about	a	guide	the	project	has	just	released	in	draft	form	to	help	people	
determine	whether	serial	publications–	that	is,	things	like	journals,	magazines,	
newspapers,	and	other	periodicals–	are	under	copyright	or	in	the	public	domain.		You	
can	use	it	to	identify	material	in	the	public	domain	as	late	as	1989,	so	you	can	do	
things	like	digitize	it.			
	
I’ll	also	talk	about	the	data	that	supports	this	guide–	specifically,	a	complete	
inventory	of	all	periodicals	published	up	to	1950	that	have	copyright	renewals;	and	a	
set	of	structured	machine-readable	data	that	includes	both	that	inventory	and	a	
growing	knowledge	base	of	machine-readable	periodical	information	that’s	
increasingly	linked	with	other	knowledge	bases.	
	
And	finally	I’ll	discuss	some	ways	we’d	like	to	work	with	others	in	taking	advantage	of	
this	data	and	growing	it.	
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Having	this	data	online	could	help	a	lot	in	doing	research	on	the	20th	century.		My	
wife	was	recently	working	on	an	article	about	Alice	Hamilton,	who	was	one	of	the	
people	who	established	the	field	of	industrial	toxicology–	basically,	studying	the	
effects	of	chemicals	on	people	who	worked	or	lived	with	them.		She	was	one	of	the	
first	people	to	sound	the	alarm	about	putting	lead	in	gasoline.		And	she	had	a	long	
career	both	as	a	scientist	and	as	a	social	activist,	working	with	groups	like	Hull	House	
in	Chicago.	
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We	have	good	access	to	research	libraries	where	we	are,	but	there	are	definitely	
some	gaps	in	what’s	freely	available	online	by	or	about	Hamilton.		You	can	find	a	fair	
bit	of	what	she	published	in	her	early	career,	before	1923	when	copyrights	start	
going	into	effect.		And	there	are	some	web	sites	about	her	that	have	been	prepared	
fairly	recently.		But	it’s	hard	to	find	a	lot	of	the	things	she	published,	or	that	were	
published	about	her,	during	the	later	part	of	her	career.		And	there’s	a	fair	bit	out	
there,	a	lot	of	it	in	periodicals,	some	of	them	scientific	journals,	and	some	of	them	
magazines	for	the	general	public.	
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This	is	a	common	problem	if	you’re	interested	in	the	20th	century	between	the	rise	of	
commercial	radio	and	the	rise	of	the	World	Wide	Web.		Copyright,	or	often	
uncertainty	about	copyright,	keeps	many	sources	from	the	era	offline	and	largely	
unavailable	to	people	without	easy	access	to	major	research	libraries.		Basically,	if	
something	was	published	after	1922,	it	might	be	under	copyright,	and	all	too	often	
things	that	might	be	under	copyright	aren’t	online.	
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But	there	are	a	number	of	ways	that	works	published	after	1922	can	be	in	the	public	
domain	now.		They	can	be	government	works	not	subject	to	copyright,	for	instance,	
and	HathiTrust	and	other	groups	now	make	a	lot	of	that	material	freely	available	
online,	including	some	of	the	reports	that	Alice	Hamilton	wrote	for	the	government.	
	
They	can	be	works	published	before	1989	without	a	copyright	notice.		And	that	
actually	covers	a	fair	number	of	interesting	sources	that	weren’t	published	
commercially,	including	newsletters,	bulletins	of	many	scholarly	societies,	and	zines	
and	many	other	publications	from	marginalized	groups.	
	
Finally,	there	are	works	published	before	1964	whose	copyright	was	not	renewed.		
And	it	turns	out	there	are	a	lot	of	these--	
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…and	here	I	have	to	give	a	lot	of	credit	to	HathiTrust	and	their	Copyright	Review	
Management	System.		As	you	saw	in	Melissa’s	presentation,	they’ve	opened	up	more	
that	a	quarter	of	a	million	books	published	after	1922	that	they’ve	identified	as	public	
domain,	usually	because	they	lack	required	renewals.		And	they’ve	developed	an	
efficient	system	for	identifying	these	books	at	scale	with	a	step	by	step	set	of	
questions	and	searches.	
	
But	they	haven’t	opened	up	serials	past	1922	like	they	have	books.	If	you’re	opening	
up	a	book,	you	often	just	have	to	find	out	whether	the	book’s	copyright	was	
renewed.		But	serials	are	harder.		Each	issue	of	a	serial	might	have	its	own	renewal.		
But	each	*contribution*	to	a	serial–	each	story,	each	article,	might	also	have	its	own	
renewal.			That’s	potentially	a	lot	more	copyrights	you	have	to	check.			
	
Fortunately,	there	are	ways	to	avoid	having	to	check	every	last	article.		What	saves	
us…	
…is	the	fact	that	relatively	few	periodicals	had	any	renewals	at	all	(issue	or	
contribution)	
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For	instance,	back	in	2006	I	looked	at	periodicals	published	between	1923	and	1950	
in	JSTOR,	and	found	that	only	a	small	portion	of	those	periodicals–	that	yellow	slice	
on	the	upper	right	of	this		pie	chart	had	issue	renewals.		And	only	the	tiny	sliver	at	the	
top	of	the	pie	renewed	all	their	issues.	
	
And	it	turns	out	the	picture	doesn’t	change	much	if	you	add	in	contribution	renewals.	
	
.	.		The	number	of	periodicals	that	have	either	type	of	renewal	is	small	enough	that	
we	can	go	through	all	the	volumes	that	cover	periodicals	in	the	US	Copyright	Office’s	
Catalog	of	Copyright	Entries,	and	make	an	inventory	of	all	the	periodicals	that	had	an	
issue	of	contribution	renewal,	and	record	the	date	of	the	first	issue	or	contribution	to	
be	renewed.	
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So	that’s	what	our	project	did.		And	we	found	out,	after	we’d	done	that,	that	not	only	
is	a	lot	of	pre-1964	scholarship	unrenewed,	but	also	a	lot	of	the	stuff	that’s	in	
pre-1964	newspapers.		And	an	awful	lot	of	the	stuff	that’s	in	special-interest	or	local-
interest	serials.		Even	when	we’re	looking	at	popular	national	magazines,	where	we	
see	renewals	in	larger	numbers,	there	are	still	significant	portions	that	were	not	
renewed.	
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So,	how	do	we	tell	what’s	public	domain	and	what	isn’t?		Well,	let’s	look	at	some	of	
the	articles	that	Alice	Hamilton	wrote	in	the	popular	press	that	are	mentioned	in	her	
Wikipedia	article:	two	from	the	Atlantic,	one	from	the	New	York	Times.			All	of	them	
are	from	that	pre-1964	era	where	works	had	to	be	renewed	to	stay	under	copyright.		
But	were	they	renewed?	
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We	can	step	through	the	questions	in	the	guide	we’ve	written	to	help	us	decide.			
This	guide	is	now	online	in	draft	form	at	the	address	you	see	on	this	slide,	which	will	
also	be	available	to	you	online	shortly,	so	you	don’t	have	to	scribble	down	the	URL	
now.	
Let’s	walk	through	it,	using	the	April	1933	Atlantic	article	that	Alice	Hamilton	wrote.	
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First	of	all,	we	have	a	couple	of	sections	just	to	make	sure	what	you’re	interested	in	is	
in-scope	for	our	guide.		We	only	cover	serials	that	were	published	in	the	United	
States.		Non-US	publications	and	things	that	might	not	have	been	published	at	all	
have	some	different	copyright	rules	that	can	get	kind	of	complicated.	
	
And	for	US	publications,	our	guide	only	covers	things	published	after	1922,	because	
before	then	it’ll	be	definitely	public	domain	already.			Just	like	starting	next	month,	
US	publications	from	1923	will	all	be	public	domain	too.		I’ve	been	looking	forward	to	
that	for	a	long	time.	
	
We’ll	also	throw	out	anything	published	in	1989	or	later,	since	unless	it’s	something	
uncopyrightable	like	a	government	publication,	we	can	assume	it’s	under	copyright.	
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Okay.		In	the	next	few	sections,	we	ask	some	questions	to	see	if	we	have	to	do	any	
special	copyright	checks.		Some	serials,	including	law	reviews,	yearbooks	and	other	
annuals,	or	irregular	monograph	series,	may	have	been	copyright	and	renewed	as	
books,	so	you	have	to	clear	them	as	books	first	just	to	be	sure	they’re	public	domain.	
	
Some	other	serials	include	things	like	maps,	music,	and	play	scripts	that	have	their	
own	sections	of	the	Catalog	of	Copyright	Entries	that	we	have	not	systematically	
surveyed.		You’ll	need	to	do	your	own	research	to	clear	copyrights	on	those	types	of	
works,	and	we	don’t	provide	guidance	there.		Fortunately,	most	serials	don’t	publish	
this	sort	of	material,	and	it’s	usually	pretty	easy	to	identify	the	ones	that	do.	
	
Most	serials	do	have	images	of	some	sort.		There	are	some	that	may	introduce	
complications,	like	syndicated	comics,	that	got	renewed	a	lot	and	that	appear	in	a	lot	
of	newspapers.			But	other	than	that,	the	renewal	rate	for	images	on	their	own	is	so	
low	in	the	time	period	we	looked	at	that	in	practice	you	don’t	have	to	check	them	
separately	unless	they	have	their	own	copyright	notice	or	a	credit	that	indicates	that	
they	came	from	some	other	publication.	
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OK,	so	now	we	get	to	the	heart	of	our	procedure.		Look	at	the	date	of	the	issue,	
volume,	or	article	you’re	interested	in.			Now	do	a	quick	lookup	to	see	if	that	serial	
has	any	copyright	renewals	on	or	before	that	date.	
	
If	you’re	looking	at	something	published	in	1950	or	later,	you	can	do	a	quick	search	in	
the	Copyright	Office’s	public	catalog	that	Melissa	showed	you	in	her	presentation.	
	
If	you’re	looking	at	something	published	in	1950	or	earlier,	you	can	look	up	the	
serial’s	title	in	the	renewals	inventory	we’ve	produced.		And	if	it’s	not	in	that	
inventory,	then	there	wasn’t	a	renewal	for	that	serial.	
	
Let’s	take	a	look	at	that	inventory.	
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As	I	said	before,	we	have	a	list	of	periodicals	that	includes	every	one	that	has	a	
copyright	renewal	before	1950.		The	address	is	on	the	slide;	again,	you	don’t	have	to	
copy	it	down.	
	
It’s	arranged	alphabetically.		So	if	we’re	wondering	about	an	April	1933	Atlantic	
article,	we	Control-F	or	scroll	down	to	“Atlantic”…	
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…and	we	find	there	that	the	first	issue	of	the	Atlantic	to	be	renewed	is	the	March	
1934	issue.		So	that’s	a	good	sign	for	our	1933	article.	
	
However,	we	also	see	that	the	first	contribution	to	the	Atlantic	with	an	active	
renewal	is	from	1923.		That’s	not	so	good;	it	suggests	that	maybe	what	we’re	
interested	in	was	renewed.			
	
Now,	if	I	were	trying	to	copyright-clear	a	bunch	of	items	at	once,	like	Hathi’s	CRMS	
does,	I	could	stop	here	and	move	on	to	the	next	item.		But	if	I’m	really	interested	in	
this	item,	I	can	take	some	more	time	to	check	things	out.	
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That’s	what	the	next	sections	of	our	guide	are	for.			They	describe	a	few	other	checks	
you	can	make	that	zero	in	on	the	item	you’re	interested	in.	
	
Like:	Was	there	a	copyright	notice	on	the	publication?		Well,	there	is	for	the	Atlantic,	
and	most	other	commercial	publications,	but	there	might	not	be	for	stuff	that’s	more	
outside	the	mainstream.	
	
Or:	Was	there	a	renewal	for	the	specific	issue	or	article	you’re	interested	in?		Well,	
we	point	to	some	data	sources	like	the	online	Catalog	of	Copyright	Entries,	that	you	
can	search	to	see	if	there’s	a	renewal	for	your	issue	or	article,	or	that	you	can	survey	
to	compile	all	of	the	renewals	for	your	serial	over	a	particular	time	period.			
	
We	don’t	have	the	time	ourselves	to	survey	all	of	the	serials	in	our	inventory	like	that.		
But	we	have	surveyed	a	few	of	them,	and	we’re	happy	to	take	data	from	people	who	
want	to	adopt	other	serials	to	survey.	
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This	is	where	we	get	into	the	structured	data	part	of	this	project.		You	may	have	
noticed	that	there	are	web	links	on	a	lot	of	the	titles	in	our	inventory.		Clicking	on	one	
of	those	links	will	take	you	to	page	with	more	information	on	that	title.	
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If	we	click	on	the	link	for	the	Atlantic,	for	instance,	we	find	out	that	we	have	a	lot	of	
information	on	it	than	just	its	first	renewals.		We	also	have	a	bunch	of	other	
information	and	links.	Here	we	have	links	to	online	digital	content,	we	have	links	to	
Wikipedia	and	Wikidata,	and	we	have	a	list	of	all	the	issues	that	were	renewed	up	
through	the	1940s.		And	if	we	scroll	down…	
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…	we	also	find	that	someone	has	also	added	information	on	all	contribution	
renewals	made	through	the	1930s.		And	we	see	that	some	articles	in	the	April	1933	
issue	were	renewed,	but	not	the	one	by	Alice	Hamilton.		So	we’re	good.	
	
Okay,	admission:	That	someone	who	added	information	was	me	in	this	case.		But	it	
doesn’t	have	to	be	me.			
	
It	could	be	you.	
	
Behind	this	page	is	a	JSON	file	that	I	(or	you,	or	someone	else	interested	in	the	serial)	
creates….	
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…and	that	JSON	file	has	a	lot	of	structured	information	on	that	serial.			Among	other	
things,	it	includes	structured,	linkable	information	on	each	renewal,	including	dates	in	
ISO	format,	name	authority	identifiers,	and	more.		All	of	these	JSON	files	are	
retrievable	from	our	site,	or	downloadable	in	bulk	from	Github.		And	the	structure	
enables	a	number	of	interesting	applications.	
	
For	instance,	you	could	take	this	set	of	JSON	files,	and	a	spreadsheet	of	serial	
holdings	that	has	ISSNs	and	date	ranges,	and	run	a	script	that	automatically	identifies	
serials	in	those	holdings	that	are	likely	to	have	public	domain	issues	well	past	1922.	
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Or	you	could	take	the	name	authority	identifiers	and	use	them	to	link	to	further	
information	about	a	righsholder.		As	you	can	see	here,	one	of	the	authors	of	an	
article	that	was	renewed	in	that	April	1933	Atlantic	issue	was	Edith	Wharton.		There’s	
a	permissions	links	next	to	her	name…	
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…and	that	goes	to	a	page	in	a	database	at	the	University	of	Texas	called	Writers,	
Artists,	and	Their	Copyright	Holders	(or	WATCH),	that	tells	you	who	to	contact	and	
where	if	you	want	to	get	permissions	to	use	Edith	Wharton’s	article.	
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Other	external	sites	we	link	to	include	ones	that	have	tables	of	contents	compiled	by	
publishers	or	fans	of	a	particular	serial.		We	don’t	have	one	of	these	for	the	Atlantic,	
but	there	is	one	for	Galaxy,	an	influential	magazine	that	publishes	science	fiction	
stories.		If	we	take	the	contents	lists	that	fans	of	Galaxy	have	compiled,	and	subtract	
from	them	a	list	of	copyright-renewed	contributions	to	Galaxy	that	we’ve	compiled,	
the	result	is	a	list	of	contributions	to	Galaxy	that	do	not	appear	to	have	a	renewal.			
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And	you	can	use	that	list	for	stories	to	double-check	and	digitize,	as	people	are	now	
doing.		Here’s	one	of	those	stories	from	Galaxy	that’s	now	online	at	Project	
Gutenberg.	
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There’s	one	last	kind	of	link	I	want	to	mention,	and	that’s	links	both	to	and	from	
Wikidata.		Wikidata	is	building	up	a	growing	corpus	of	bibliographic	information	to	
support	a	wide	variety	of	projects,	including	WikiCite,	Wikisource,	Wikiproject	
newspapers.		A	while	back,	Wikidata	folks	reached	out	to	me	and	created	a	data	
property	to	link	to	copyright	information	that	I	have	in	my	data	set.		And	I	returned	
the	favor.		As	a	result,	I	can	do	things	like	link	out	to	Wikipedia	articles,	retrieve	ISSN	
data,	and	get	access	to	a	lot	of	other	data	on	a	serial	that	I’d	rather	not	have	to	
manage	myself.		And	they	can	get	easy	access	to	my	knowledge	base	to	do	things	like	
clear	serial	issues	for	digitization.	
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So,	to	review,	here’s	what	we’ve	done	so	far.		We	have	a	large	set	of	increasingly	
structured	data	on	serials	and	their	copyrights	that’s	now	comprehensive	enough	
that	you	can	use	it,	along	with	other	data,	to	make	practical	determinations	of	
whether	serial	publications	from	a	large	part	of	the	20th	century	are	under	copyright,	
or	in	the	public	domain.	
	
We’ve	published	a	guide	for	using	this	data	to	make	those	determinations.		It’s	
currently	in	draft	form,	but	we	hope	to	make	an	official	release	as	part	of	our	
celebration	of	Public	Domain	this	coming	January	1.	
	
We’ve	defined	a	set	of	data	structures	that	others	can	also	use	to	contribute	further	
copyright	information,	and	link	it	to	a	variety	of	related	data	sources	elsewhere.	
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So	what’s	next?		Well,	we’re	hoping	to	improve	our	draft	guide	with	feedback	from	
the	community,	so	if	you	want	to	read	it	over	and	get	comments	to	us	by	Christmas,	
we	should	be	able	to	take	them	into	account	for	a	January	1	initial	release.	
	
We’re	planning	on	testing	the	guide	ourselves	at	Penn	to	clear	some	serial	copyrights.		
And	if	you’d	like	to	try	it	out	yourself	on	serials	you’re	interested	in,	we’d	love	to	hear	
from	you	how	it	went	and	what	we		might	do	to	improve	the	guide.	
	
We’re	going	to	keep	growing	our	structured	data	set.		Since	we	want	other	people	to	
use	and	contribute	to	it,	our	first	order	of	business	is	to	publish	documentation	on	
the	fields	used	in	our	JSON	files,	and	what	goes	in	them.		We’ll	also	continue	to	
create	JSON	files	and	Wikidata	links	for	the	serials	already	in	our	inventory.		And	if	
there	are	particular	serials	you’re	interested	in,	let	me	know.		We	might	be	able	to	
show	you	how	to	create	copyright	data	files	for	them,	or	in	a	few	cases	where	
someone’s	asked	about	a	serial	we	didn’t	list,	we	researched	it	ourselves	and	added	a	
file	for	it	with	information	on	what,	if	anything,	from	it	might	be	under	copyright.	
	
And	finally,	we’d	love	it	if	you	spread	the	word	about	this	work.		Our	guide	will	be	CC-
BY,	and	our	data	is	CC-Zero,	so	we	hope	that	it	can	be	used	and	adapted	by	all	sorts	
of	libraries	and	cultural	heritage	projects.	
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I	have	a	lot	of	people	to	thank	for	helping	with	this	work.		Big	thanks	to	IMLS	for	
funding	it,	to	the	Penn	Libraries	for	supporting	it,	to	our	wonderful	interns	Alison	
Miner	and	Carly	Sewell	who	did	a	lot	of	the	data	wrangling,	to	folks	at	places	like	
HathiTrust	and	elsewhere	supporting	our	grant	proposal	and	looking	over	drafts	of	
our	guide.	
	
Thanks	also	to	all	of	the	information	communities	I	link	to,	especially	the	Wikidata	
community,	which	proactively	reached	out	to	me	and	is	doing	a	lot	of	things	to	
expand	the	open	bibliographic	knowledge	base.	
	
You	can	find	out	more	at	the	URLs	in	red,	and	if	you’d	like	to	learn	more	or	help	out,	
I’d	love	to	talk	with	you	here,	or	via	any	of	the	contact	methods	up	here	in	blue.		
Thank	you	very	much,	and	with	that	I’ll	turn	it	over	to	Greg.	
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