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Abstract. Automatic transcription of historical handwritten documents
is a challenging research problem, requiring in general expensive transcriptions from expert paleographers. In Codice Ratio is designed to
be an end-to-end architecture requiring instead limited labeling effort,
whose aim is the automatic transcription of a portion of the Vatican
Secret Archives (one of the largest historical libraries in the world). In
this paper, we describe in particular the design of our OCR component
for Latin characters. To this end, we first annotated a large corpus of
Latin characters with a custom crowdsourcing platform. Leveraging over
recent progresses in deep learning, we designed and trained a deep convolutional network achieving an overall accuracy of 96% over the entire
dataset, which is one of the highest results reported in the literature so
far. Our training data are publicly available.
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Introduction

Historical documents are an essential source of knowledge concerning past cultures and societies [10]. Until recently, the main bottleneck was the availability
of large collections of historical documents in digital form. Today, many historical archives have begun instead a full digitalization of their assets, including the
Bibliothèque Nationale de France1 and the Vatican Apostolic Library.2 Due to
the cost (and time) required for manual transcription of these documents, and
the sheer size of the collections, the challenge has become the design of fully
automatic solutions for their transcription in computer-readable form. While
impressive results have been achieved for printed historical documents [15], successfully transcribing handwritten documents remains a challenging task due to
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