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‘Works’, they resemble the reeds, the whispering reeds of Midas, 
Sowing secrets long after they have lost their truth.

H U G O  V O N  H O F M A N N S T H A L
‘Werke’ sind nur totes Gestein (1892)
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preface

I wonder about the future – and the past – but never about the present. 
That might be, in essence, all you need to know about this book. (But I 
do, of course, invite you to read on.)

First things first: This book is based on my doctoral thesis which I 
submitted at the University of Cologne in October 2020 and defend-
ed in January 2021. Since doctoral dissertations must be published in 
the German system in order to secure the doctoral title, I wrote it with 
that in mind – half thesis, half monograph. Although I received no notes 
from my supervisors requesting any changes, I felt I could improve on 
the version I had submitted and withheld publication until I could revise 
it, however marginally or substantially. Some chapters benefitted from 
this more than others. Time is, after all, a limited resource. Almost three 
years after first committing my arguments to paper, I finally release them 
into the world. I do this in a hybrid open access format because that is an 
ethical choice for me. Sometimes, it’s that simple.

This is where the simple part ends. There are some things that I ought 
to explain before we can proceed. Most of them concern the scope of the 
book, some of them the disciplinary background:

1.	 Clarifying “Beyond Text”
2.	 Assumptions Regarding Editions
3.	 Why Digital Scholarly Editions?
4.	 An Update on the Literature
5.	 On the Matter of Language

Before I begin addressing these points, I want to characterize this book 
very briefly in general: You will not find a tutorial within. This is not a 
handbook or a how-to guide. You will, in fact, find very few thoughts on 
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current technologies and the capacities or advantages and disadvantages 
of their implementation. This is not to say that those aspects of digital 
humanities research are not important since they are, self-evidently. But 
TEI, IIIF, ML, all those acronyms that you might or might not be fa-
miliar with, will only feature in the margins because this book is entirely 
concerned with the uncovering of principles. Calling it the ‘discovery’ of 
principles would be wrong. Most conceptual work is a work of recon-
ceptualization in these contexts, not of invention. If there is originality 
to be found, it is within the connection of discourses, within the weaving 
of those webs that some will call ‘theory’ although that is too lofty a term 
to apply to this book. Methodologically, one of the central questions 
that will be explored throughout is whether it is possible to approach re-
search in the digital humanities from the ground of thought rather than 
the parapet of practice. These interact, of course, and necessarily inform 
each other. Still, no practical work (in the sense of software development 
or application) was undertaken in the making of this film book and it 
is, if nothing else, a testament to this type of intellectual exercise, if you 
will. (Calling it an ‘experiment’ would be wrong, given the implications 
this word has for the ‘scientificity’ of research in the digital humanities. 
More on this under point 5.) Now on to the list of clarifications:

1. CLARIFYING “BEYOND TEXT”

A digital scholarly edition beyond text could refer to a scholarly edition 
that is, in itself, presented in a non-textual way. It could also refer to an 
edition of non-textual materials. This book focuses on the latter, but 
these issues are interrelated, seeing as they both engage with the question 
of representational Abbildbarkeit (‘the capacity to depict something in 
the image of something else’). 

The other limitation that I have placed on this book was a focus on 
visual work variance. In the discussion of filmic work variance, au-
dio-visual aspects do play a role, naturally, but neither can I claim any 
expertise in auditory matters nor is the edition of such aspects entirely 
unexplored, although one could argue that theories about the edition of 
music works owe much to their philological antecedents and are them-
selves entangled in the edition of notation more so than the edition of 
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sound.1 The edition of audio recordings, such as multi-versioned record-
ings by the same artist of the same song, would be very interesting to 
me and I suspect that rights issues have prevented any serious foray in 
that direction (unless there is such a project of which I am unaware), 
as one might also suspect in the case of scholarly film editions (where 
there have been some attempts which I will chronicle). I am thinking of 
the 1920s and the 1930s here, by way of example, of Louis Armstrong 
and the early days of jazz, of 78 rpm shellac records, many of which 
have been diligently digitized in the Internet Archive (<https://archive.
org/>) where one can already find indications for the versioning of 
songs in a section called ‘Related Music’ – there, versions, compilations, 
and covers are differentiated and linked, with versions being defined as 
“different performances of the song by the same artist.”2 Armstrong’s I 
Can’t Give You Anything But Love from 1929 links to eight versions; 
however, while some of these are versions from later years, others ap-
pear to be reissues.3 On the other hand, the St. Louis Blues performed 
by Duke Ellington and his Orchestra with vocalist Marian Cox in 1949 
is not linked to the same song performed by Duke Ellington and his 

1 The tradition of scholarly music editions has been influenced by textual criticism but 
poses its own challenges. For a long time, efforts were predominantly focused on the edi-
tion of (early) modern European composers and thus accommodated a particular type 
of common ‘Western’ musical notation. Editions of earlier works and other notation 
systems have often been published in the form of facsimile editions, if that, such as the 
Monumenta Musicae Byzantinae series. When it comes to digital editions, it should be 
noted that the MEI (Music Encoding Initiative) standard is derived from the TEI (Text 
Encoding Initiative) standard and acknowledges its Eurocentrism, see <https://mu-
sic-encoding.org/about/> (accessed 30 October 2022). For further reading, see Chris-
tian Martin Schmidt, ‘Editionstechnik,’ in: MGG Online (= Die Musik in Geschichte 
und Gegenwart), ed. by Laurenz Lütteken, Kassel [et al.]: Bärenreiter / Metzler, 2016, 
online: <https://www.mgg-online.com/mgg/stable/13438> [first published in print 
1995, published online 2016]. See also James Grier, ‘Editing,’ in: Grove Music Online 
(2001), online: <https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.08550> [published 
in print 20 January 2001, published online 2001, bibliography updated 31 January 2014], 
and Friederike Wiẞmann, Thomas Ahrend and Heinz von Loesch (Eds.), ‘Vom 
Erkennen des Erkannten:’ musikalische Analyse und Editionsphilologie (Festschrift für 
Christian Martin Schmidt), Wiesbaden [et al.]: Breitkopf & Härtel, 2007.
2 See, for example, the section on I Can’t Give You Anything But Love by Louis Arm-
strong with the flip side of Mood Indigo by Duke Ellington, <https://archive.org/
details/78_mood-indigo_louis-armstrong-and-his-orchestra-louis-armstrong-fields-
mchugh_gbia0093720/> (accessed 16 January 2023).
3 Ibid.
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Orchestra in 1932 with Bing Crosby as his vocalist.4 This observation 
of mine is entirely random but suggests to me that an annotated, seman-
tically enriched and cross-referenced scholarly edition of such a corpus 
of materials could be a desideratum from the perspective of musicology, 
especially since much work has already gone into their digitization.5 In 
terms of curated collections, the Louis Armstrong House Museum has 
made many archival records available digitally6 – I note this example 
because the intersection of editorial and archival concerns is an interest-
ing one that we will briefly return to under point 3. Generally speaking, 
there has been an increase in projects working on digital music editions 
in the last ten years. An example for this would be Beethovens Werkstatt 
(2014–present) which is primarily interested in applying principles of 
genetic criticism to Beethoven’s compositional process and the traces it 
left in his manuscripts and other documents of the material Überliefe-
rung (‘transmission’ – hereafter always translated as such although it is 
a flawed translation).7 There are also projects that do not refer to them-
selves as digital scholarly editions although they could fall under that 
umbrella or are, at the very least, related to editorial efforts. One project 
that would fit this description is the Measuring Polyphony (2018–2020) 
project that digitally encodes late medieval music.8 Equally noteworthy 
is the research done at the Austrian Academy of Sciences which presents 
several digital music editions, such as the Passauer Liedertisch (2018),9 

4 See <https://archive.org/details/78_st-louis-blues_duke-ellington-his-orchestra-mar-
ian-cox-wc-handy_gbia7014001b> and <https://archive.org/details/78_st-louis-blues-
ein-blues-am-st-louis_bing-crosby-duke-ellington-and-his-orchest_gbia7013163b> 
(both accessed 4 January 2023). 
5 The closest project that comes to mind with regard to the comparison of song ver-
sioning is the non-academic (but no less valuable) resource SecondHandSongs, <https://
secondhandsongs.com/> (accessed 13 June 2023).
6 See <https://collections.louisarmstronghouse.org/> (accessed 4 January 2023).
7 See Beethovens Werkstatt, ed. by Bernhard R. Appel [et al.], Detmold University of 
Music, Paderborn University, Academy of Sciences and Literature Mainz, Beethoven 
House Bonn, 2014–present, <https://beethovens-werkstatt.de/> (accessed 4 January 
2023). 
8 See Measuring Polyphony: Digital Encodings of Late Medieval Music, ed. by Karen 
Desmond [et al.], Brandeis University, 2018–2020, <https://measuringpolyphony.org/> 
(accessed 4 January 2023).
9 See Passauer Liedertisch, Austrian Academy of Sciences, 2018, <http://www.digi-
tal-musicology.at/en-uk/edi_tisch_pre.html> (accessed 4 January 2023).
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on their Digital Musicology platform.10 Obviously, there is an entire, 
much more expansive world of such projects out there than I could rea-
sonably list here.

All of this to say: Music works and sound are severely underrepre-
sented in this book and could form a natural extension to the thoughts 
presented in it, someday in the future. For the sake of media theorists, 
I should also state that I am aware that the triumvirate of text – image – 
sound is not the sole distinction one might want to draw. Even within 
those categories, the definition of which is contentious to say the least, 
particularly when it comes to the much-discussed ‘text’ definition,11 
we may identify all kinds of phenomena, intermingled and otherwise. 
Sketchbooks, tapestries, comic books, murals. Sculptures, theatre pro-
ductions, architectural works, video games. The list could go on and on. 
Sometimes we speak about objects. Sometimes about genres. All that 
I see are multimodal, multimedia units of meaning and their physical 
and ideational transmission. I would not want to pretend that the limits 
imposed on the scope of this book are necessarily compelling from a 
categorical or ontological point of view. Nor do I anticipate obstacles 
in eventually incorporating these expressions of art and culture into the 
thinking advanced in the following chapters. They would likely intro-
duce new important points of divergence and a ‘sharpening’ of termi-
nological differentiations. It should suffice to say that the importance 
of first branching out to pictures and then to ‘motion pictures’ when 
considering editions beyond text lies in the extension of dimensions that 
they provide: from the semiotic layer of notation that guides our per-
ception of text towards space (with images) and time (with film). This al-
ready accounts for two important extensions in our conceptualizations, 
given that they are mirrored in other media, such as audio in the case of 
time-based media. 

10 See Digital Musicology, Austrian Academy of Sciences, 2018–present, <http://www.
digital-musicology.at/en-uk/index.html> (accessed 4 January 2023).
11 In the context of digital editorial theory, Patrick Sahle has written about this most 
extensively; see Patrick Sahle, Digitale Editionsformen (Schriften des Instituts für Do-
kumentologie und Editorik; vols. 7–9), Norderstedt: Books on Demand, 2013 [the vol-
umes are hereafter referred to as Sahle 2013a, 2013b, and 2013c where required].
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As a last consideration when it comes to the scope of the book, I want 
to highlight that the subtitle of the thesis originally read Modelling Me-
dieval Picture Programmes and Modern Motion Pictures. This feels more 
precise than the subtitle I chose for the published version, but it is also 
misleading and here is why: The book is not a comparison of medieval 
picture programmes and modern motion pictures. Singling out epochal 
affiliations suggests that I want to relate them to each other. I do relate, 
but I do not relate medieval picture programmes (or picture cycles) and 
modern films in any way that is supposed to infer some kind of Er-
kenntnis (‘insight’) about historical times and different types of cultural 
expression. The conversation in this book is merely a conceptual one 
about the principle of edition, one that benefits from considering differ-
ent (multimedia) evidences and the different (or similar) considerations 
we have to entertain in terms of editorial concern. I think this will be-
come even clearer when tracing the arguments of the book through the 
chapters and learning how they connect and interact in a linear reading 
(which is how the book is supposed to be read, although I realize that 
the interdisciplinary nature of the book invites selective reading). Fur-
thermore, the focus of the book is as narrow as it is broad – neither do I 
cover any and all kinds of medieval picture programmes nor do I cover 
any and all kinds of film variance. The book is Eurocentric and, in some 
ways, more specifically Germanocentric, if such a word exists. At its 
heart lies a source of knowledge and a limit of knowledge. 

2. ASSUMPTIONS REGARDING EDITIONS

Why pursue the central inquiry of this book at all? There are different 
ways to answer this, several of them good and right. We can approach this 
from two directions: On the one hand, we could say that the prevalence 
of digital scholarly editions has changed the landscape; that there is now 
a different framework for different editorial objects, one that favours 
image, motion, sound. We could say that the transformational process that 
scholarly editions are undergoing naturally calls into question whether 
the notational reproduction of ‘text’ should not rather be replaced with 
a notion of reproducing ‘content’ in other shapes and forms, especially 
given how multimedia-oriented ‘the digital medium’ and subsequently 
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digital scholarly editions already are; hence the increased incorporation 
of ‘digital facsimiles’ (more on the question of digital scholarly editions 
under point 3 – and more on this entire topic throughout, particularly 
in CHAPTER III). 

On the other hand, we could justify the inquiry of this book through 
the consideration of the variety and diversity of cultural heritage as such, 
rather than the changed media environment in which we might embed 
its representation. Personally, I would emphasize this perspective. It 
stands to reason that there is a degree of craftsmanship involved in ed-
itorial work; that questions of feasibility have always played a role in 
crafting the (re-)presentation of information – and it is therefore entirely 
fair that Martha H. Fleming, in her 1999 edition of the Genus nequam 
pope prophecies, should have stated: “Unfortunately it is not possible to 
construct an adequate apparatus for an ‘edition’ of the images similar to 
that for the text.”12

There is, however, a traditional lack of interest in the theoretical im-
plications of an ‘edition’ of images that we must recognize regardless of 
how feasible an implementation might or might not be (and one suppos-
es that these thoughts would go both ways: that one would only know 
whether an implementation is possible if one had tried conceptualizing 
it). I do not wish to characterize this as a neglect, necessarily, but rather 
as an effect of a particularized academia where disciplinary boundaries 
seem to pose barriers of a real kind, the kind that guides conventions 
and inhibits cross-domain imagination. In the case of art history, the 
challenge that presented itself during the writing of this book was not 
one of digital considerations but rather of hermeneutical ones; meaning 
that it was entirely unclear what threads one might pull on if one wanted 
to pull together a conceptual (or, indeed, ‘theoretical’) foundation on 
which to build the reflection necessary to give any and all endeavour 
in the (digital) humanities structure, meaning, purpose, and purchase in 

12 Martha H. Fleming (Ed.), The Late Medieval Pope Prophecies: The Genus nequam 
Group (Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies; vol. 204), Tempe: Arizona Center 
for Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 1999, 17.
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posterity.13 As a side note: The term ‘art’ in the subtitle of this book is 
merely used to indicate the subject of the discipline of art history, not 
any value attachment (e.g. to imply that films could not be art which is 
not something that I would propose) or otherwise fraught relationship 
with this type of notion. You will find that I rarely, if ever, refer to the 
Bildwerke (‘picture works’) that I will be discussing in this way and I 
would like to be excluded from any narrative complicating this matter of 
discoverability, even though I acknowledge that any serious discussion 
of the term would have to be much more involved. 

To summarize the philosophy underpinning the entire book, I would 
like to believe that it proceeds from the following suppositions: (1) that 
the humanities (in the German sense of Geisteswissenschaften) are con-
cerned with the totality of cultural heritage and record, and that their 
task of making-sense requires them to have a comprehensive view on 
these sources as well as reliable access to them; (2) that digital scholarly 
editions serve the same function as non-digital scholarly editions, viz. 
the preservation and presentation of extant documents, artefacts, and 
monuments (i.e. material manifestations of human expression) that are 
carefully reconstructed, contextualized, or otherwise enriched so as to 
offer information about their genesis and tradition in a way that may be 

13 It does not appear that the field of digital art history has, thus far, discussed the possi-
bility of the digital scholarly edition of images. By way of example, the Routledge Com-
panion to Digital Humanities and Art History (2020) does not, in all of its articles, make 
any mention of the potential creation of digital scholarly editions of multi-transmitted 
visual works, save for an acknowledgment of the existence of the 3D Scholarly Edition 
initiative which is focused on the 3D modelling of architecture; see Lisa M. Snyder, 
“Research, Process, Publication, and Pedagogy: Reconstructing the World’s Columbi-
an Exposition of 1893,” in: The Routledge Companion to Digital Humanities and Art 
History, ed. by Kathryn Brown, London / New York: Routledge, 2020, 459–479, here 
473. On 3DSE and the attempts to relate digital scholarly editing to the 3D reconstruc-
tion of cultural heritage sites, see the Scholarship in 3D Digital Publishing Cooperative, 
<https://3dpublishingcooperative.com/about/> (accessed 4 June 2020; not accessible an-
ymore 4 January 2023; see the archived version in the Internet Archive) and publications 
such as Susan Schreibman and Costas Papadopoulos, “Textuality in 3D: Three-Di-
mensional (Re)Constructions as Digital Scholarly Editions,” in: International Journal 
of Digital Humanities 1 (2019), 221–233, online: <https://doi.org/10.1007/s42803-019-
00024-6>, and Costas Papadopoulos and Susan Schreibman, “Towards 3D Scholarly 
Editions: The Battle of Mount Street Bridge,” in: Digital Humanities Quarterly 13/1 
(2019), online: <http://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/13/1/000415/000415.html> 
(accessed 4 January 2023).
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useful to a scholarly audience; (3) that such manifestations may contain 
symbol systems and through these symbol systems meaningful informa-
tion and that such meaningful information is not merely, necessarily, or 
even primarily communicated through ‘text’ but can also be expressed, 
for example, in imagery; (4) that all such information should be part of 
the edition, especially vis-à-vis the analysis, description, and recording 
of a variance in transmission; (5) that the debate in or perhaps rather 
about digital scholarly editing that centres around the purported advan-
tages and disadvantages that digital scholarly editions may have when 
compared to their printed counterparts is irrelevant to the edition of 
material that was not attended to in printed editions to begin with. This 
last aspect is coincidental but worthy of being stated at least once.

As the term ‘textual criticism’ clearly indicates, editorial theory is 
characterized by the primacy of textual scholarship, with different estab-
lished editorial schools of thought giving voice to numerous convictions 
and conventions, often demarcated along national lines.14 With that in 
mind, it follows (6) that the main focus of the book must not lie with the 
edition of texts (that a rich tradition of textual scholarship has already 
accounted for in many regards) but with the edition of other types of 
material, in particular visual material that arguably represents the larg-
est corpus of cultural heritage material that has not yet been subject to 
scrutiny from this specific (and, admittedly, philologically informed, for 
better or worse) editorial point of view.

It further follows that (7) the premise of the book, i.e. its considera-
tion of the different parts of an edition and how they relate to each other, 
necessarily moves towards formulating a type of model that may be able 
to accommodate new or otherwise reconceptualized components; and 
that model must be, given the focus on conceptualization, a conceptual 
model. How we may conceive of different types of models in the (digi-
tal) humanities will have to enter into the conversation as well. 

14 Several of these theories are discussed throughout the book, insofar as this knowledge 
of editorial theory is relevant to a further development of editorial theory. Here it should 
suffice to refer to Neil Fraistat and Julia Flanders (Eds.), The Cambridge Compan-
ion to Textual Scholarship, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013, and the vast 
archive of the journal editio as an introduction to the topic.
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A scholarly edition is said to be an argument.15 What does it argue? It 
argues for an interpretation of a ‘document’ or a series of ‘documents’, 
all of which are bound together by being perceived to be iterations of 
one ‘work’ or a ‘corpus’ of work bound to one person or one other 
commonality.16 Hence, a scholarly edition is not an edition of a work 
so much as it is an edition of the material evidence of that work out of 
which it extracts what it perceives to be the work, with varying degrees 
of idealization. A scholarly edition is, therefore, no matter the format or 
medium, always the result of a modelling process: a process of ordering, 
shaping, compiling, relating, structuring. Nowhere is this more evident 
than in the creation of a stemma to relate the surviving witnesses of a 
work to each other (see FIG. 1).17

As it so happens, models and modelling processes are key components 
of computing as well. It might be for this reason that digital scholarly ed-
iting has a relatively long history to look back on and continues to draw 

15 This is a common notion; see, for example, Elena Pierazzo reporting that Shillings-
burg, at a conference in 2013, “strongly maintained that the difference between editions 
and archives is that the former make a scholarly argument, while the latter do not.” 
(Elena Pierazzo, Digital Scholarly Editing: Theories, Models and Methods, London / 
New York: Routledge, 2016 [first published by Farnham, Surrey [et al.]: Ashgate, 2015], 
196.) See ibid. furthermore 151 and 155. See also the statement by Peter Robinson at 
the same conference: “A scholarly edition is still, as it has been for centuries, an argu-
ment about a text.” (Peter Robinson, “What Digital Humanists Don’t Know about 
Scholarly Editing; What Scholarly Editors Don’t Know about the Digital World,” pa-
per presented at the Social, Digital, Scholarly Editing conference at the University of 
Saskatchewan, 11–13 July 2013, online: <https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.4024290>; this 
paper is also referenced in Pierazzo 2016, 196, there by the more incendiary title “Why 
Digital Humanists Should Get Out of Textual Scholarship”.) See also Joris van Zundert 
stating: “Textual scholars from Bernard Cerquiglini (1999) to Peter Shillingsburg (2013) 
hold that an edition of a text is not that text itself, but an intellectual argument about it.” 
(Joris van Zundert, “Screwmeneutics and Hermenumericals: The Computationality of 
Hermeneutics,” in: A New Companion to Digital Humanities, ed. by Susan Schreibman, 
Ray Siemens and John Unsworth, Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, 2016, 
331–347, here 341.)
16 In the case of letter editions, digital editions are beginning to explore networks of 
people more widely; see, for example, the project Berliner Intellektuelle 1800-1830, ed. 
by Anne Baillot [et al.], Humboldt University of Berlin, 2011–2017, <https://www.
berliner-intellektuelle.eu/> (accessed 4 January 2023). However, traditionally, letter edi-
tions are either centred around the correspondence to and from one famous person or 
between two famous people.
17 On stemmatology, see Philipp Roelli (Ed.), Handbook of Stemmatology: History, 
Methodology, Digital Approaches, Berlin / Boston: De Gruyter, 2020.
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interest within the community of humanities computing.18 Although 
this has produced a sizeable amount of research literature on models and 
modelling in this specific context, typically focused on what is called 
‘data modelling’ (which is then narrowed down to text markup),19 the 
non-computational side of modelling an edition has been curiously ab-
sent in these discussions and its relation to the computational side of 
modelling has consequently proven elusive, one explanation for which 
is that both tend to be collapsed; meaning that the ‘non-computation-
al’ part of modelling an edition, insofar as we understand conceptual 
modelling to be a ‘non-computational’ cognitive activity in this context, 

18 On the history of the development of digital scholarly editing in the USA and the pio-
neering role it had there in the formation of digital literary studies, see Amy E. Earhart, 
Traces of the Old, Uses of the New: The Emergence of Digital Literary Studies, Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2015, esp. Chapter I ‘The Rationale of Holism: 
Textual Studies, the Edition, and the Legacy of the Text Entire’, 11–37.
19 The context here extends from the modelling of digital scholarly editions to a more 
general modelling of textual phenomena. See, for example, Fabio Ciotti, “A Formal 
Ontology for the Text Encoding Initiative,” in: Umanistica Digitale 3 (2018), online: 
<https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.2532-8816/8174>; Julia Flanders and Fotis Jannidis 
(Eds.), The Shape of Data in Digital Humanities: Modeling Texts and Text-based Re-
sources, London / New York: Routledge, 2018; and Arianna Ciula [et al.] (Eds.), Models 
and Modelling between Digital and Humanities: A Multidisciplinary Perspective (HSR; 
suppl. 31), Köln: GESIS, 2018, online: <https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-
ssoar-62883-7>.

FIG. 1: An example for a stem-
ma in textual criticism; from 
Schmeidler 1917, XXXIV.
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is inherently present but not made explicit, either in the particular edi-
tion that is being created or in the pertinent discussion about modelling 
scholarly editions in general. Distinctions between different layers of 
modelling exist but they tend to favour the concrete over the abstract, 
the implementation over the conception.20

It is therefore necessary to engage with these meta-methodological 
questions in order to acquire a renewed understanding of the method of 
creating a scholarly edition, especially a digital scholarly edition where 
modelling as a scholarly process in the humanities and modelling as a 
computational necessity coincide.

All these basic assumptions that I have sketched only very briefly 
should suffice to create a rough outline of the book.

3. WHY DIGITAL SCHOLARLY EDITIONS?

As with the previous point, there are several ways to answer this and one 
of them has already been mentioned: The transition of scholarly editions 
from printed books to digital presentations changes what we can and 
cannot edit. To some extent, it is this technological evolution that allows 
us the edition of non-textual (or multimedia) materials in the first place. 
This would appear to be self-evident. The other obvious answer to the 
question above would be one that proponents of digital scholarly edi-
tions like to advance, namely that digital scholarly editions are superior 
to printed scholarly editions and are in the process of replacing them 
altogether, having already “become the norm in all disciplines.”21

20 This is made evident by the concretization and Handhabbarmachung (‘making-man-
ageable’) of conceptual modelling in different disciplines; see David W. Embley and 
Bernhard Thalheim (Eds.), Handbook of Conceptual Modeling: Theory, Practice, and 
Research Challenges, Heidelberg [et al.]: Springer, 2011.
21 This sentiment is expressed in the “Manifest für digitale Editionen” that was published 
by the Institut für Dokumentologie und Editorik in March 2022 and gathered many sig-
natories from the German-speaking regions; original: “Im Gefolge eines grundlegenden 
Paradigmenwechsels sind digitale Editionen inzwischen in allen Disziplinen der Nor-
malfall.” (Christiane Fritze [et al.], “Manifest für digitale Editionen,” blog post, ed. 
by the Institut für Dokumentologie und Editorik, in: DHdBlog: Digital Humanities 
im deutschsprachigen Raum (11 March 2022), online: <https://dhd-blog.org/?p=17563> 
(accessed 6 January 2023)).
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According to this view, there is no question to begin with. Focusing 
on digital scholarly editions when considering the theory of scholarly 
editions is not seen as the aberrant position; rather, it is implied that one 
would have to justify writing about scholarly editions from the perspec-
tive of a printed paradigm. I question these descriptions of the status 
quo and do not, as a general rule, endorse value judgements, but I do 
understand this position to be an assertion designed to secure the field 
of digital scholarly editing the consideration and resources it requires in 
order to fulfil its goals and tasks. There is a pragmatic dimension to this, 
one of infrastructure and academic credit, to name only two issues.

If we were to take the aspect of pragmatism seriously, we would have 
to engage in other discussions as well: One aspect to mention in this 
context would be, for example, the need for minimal computing solu-
tions.22 It might appear convenient for this book to retreat onto an ab-
stracted ground of conceptual modelling and thereby avoid having to 
address such questions of project design but the opposite is the case: 
The book seeks to contribute to a technology-agnostic discourse about 
digital scholarly editions, insofar as that is possible, precisely in order 
to disentangle their conceptualization from the kind of technological 
implementability that can only be realized through a presupposed avail-
ability of certain technological, monetary, and human resources. This 
should not be mistaken for a pretence of universalism. It only means 
that even when or perhaps especially when we turn our conversations 

22 See, for one pragmatic approach to such a solution, Till Grallert, “Mapping Otto-
man Damascus Through News Reports: A Practical Approach,” in: Digital Humanities 
and Islamic & Middle East Studies, ed. by Elias Muhanna, Berlin / Boston: De Gruyter, 
2016, 171–193, online: <https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110376517-009>. On minimal 
computing, see the DHQ special issue 16/2 (2022) and the introduction by the editors: 
Roopika Risam and Alex Gil, “Introduction: The Questions of Minimal Computing,” 
in: Digital Humanities Quarterly 16/2 (2022), online: <http://www.digitalhumanities.
org/dhq/vol/16/2/000646/000646.html> (accessed 6 January 2023). On the notion of 
‘minimal editions’, see furthermore Susanna Allés Torrent and Alex Gil, “Mini-
mal Editions in the Classroom: A Pedagogical Proposal,” in: Digital Humanities 2016: 
Conference Abstracts, ed. by Maciej Eder and Jan Rybicki, Kraków: Jagiellonian Uni-
versity & Pedagogical University, 2016, 426–428, and Gimena del Rio Riande, “Mini 
Lazarillo,” review, in: Reviews in Digital Humanities 1/4,5 (2020), online: <https://doi.
org/10.21428/3e88f64f.de565313>.
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The term ‘witness’ does not say as much about the material basis of 
editions, perhaps, as it does about those who create them. Editors do 
not file testimonies. In their self-conception, they are not clerks. They 
are judges who interrogate and question all that is presented to them 
(and all that they request to be presented; and all that they retrieve from 
a cabinet in the basement themselves). What is the hearing that they pre-
side over? It is a case of reconstruction, we know that much. What is the 
outcome of the trial? This is where the metaphor falls apart. Scholars are 
not out to convict. They are out to convince. If it is a matter of life and 
death, then only because the study of that which came before, left for 
those who come after, is meant to transcend. The boundaries of our ex-
istence, unknowable and immovable, pale in light of all that lies beyond. 
I am afraid that it was, once again, Erwin Panofsky who may have said 
it best: “Gazing as they do at these frozen, stationary records of which I 
said that they ‘emerge from the stream of time,’ the humanities endeav-
our to capture the processes in the course of which those records were 
produced and became what they are.”2

A.
FROZEN RECORDS

What kinds of records can we distinguish? Panofsky speaks of “records 
left by man”3 by which he means “[m]an’s signs and structures”4 
that “‘recall to mind’ an idea distinct from their material existence.”5 
According to this understanding, the human ability to “perceive the 
relation of signification”6 provides the foundation for humanistic study. 

Herzensgüte, die der Pulsschlag seines Lebens war, auf seinem Bett: man möchte ihn gar 
nicht verlassen, seine Bücher umstehen ihn wie Waisen.”
2 Erwin Panofsky, “The History of Art as a Humanistic Discipline,” in: Meaning in 
the Visual Arts: Papers in and on Art History by Erwin Panofsky, New York: Doubleday 
Anchor Books, 1955, 1–25, here 24 [originally published as “Introductory,” in Studies in 
Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance, New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1939, 3–31].
3 Ibid., 5.
4 Panofsky 1939/1955, 5.
5 Ibid.
6 Panofsky 1939/1955, 5.
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He further distinguishes between these records by categorizing them as 
documents – “instrument[s] of investigation, or ‘secondary material’”7 – 
and monuments – “object[s] of investigation, or ‘primary material’”8 –, all 
the while pointing out, crucially, that the same object may be regarded as 
one or the other, depending on the disciplinary point of view;9 what may 
be an object of study in one field of research, such as, in his example, 
an altarpiece for an art historian, where the argumentation may be 
supported by another object, such as a contract, could be reversed in 
another field of research, such as the contract becoming the object of 
study for a palaeographer and pictorial material becoming part of the 
documentation.10

Another way of classifying records is to regard them as historical 
source material in the vein of Johann Gustav Droysen, i.e. to differentiate 
between Überrest (‘relic’ – that which has survived arbitrarily and 
unintentionally) and Tradition (‘tradition’ – that which was preserved 
for posterity on purpose).11 We need not delve into this topic any further 
but it should be kept in mind that textual criticism in its European 19th 
century form arose from this milieu or at the very least from a concurrent 
milieu and that scholarly editing as the practice of textual criticism owes 
its formative raison d’être to the same. Scholarly editing, on a very basic 
level, is part of a critical process that aims to make ‘records’ available 
and, more importantly, seeks to penetrate the static state of the “frozen, 

7 Ibid., 10.
8 Panofsky 1939/1955, 10.
9 Ibid. For a detailed discussion of Erwin Panofsky’s distinction between ‘monuments’ 
and ‘documents’ as two types of records, see John Guillory, “Monuments and Docu-
ments: Panofsky on the Object of Study in the Humanities,” in: History of Humanities 
1/1 (2016), 9–30, online: <https://doi.org/10.1086/684635>.
10 Cf. Panofsky 1939/1955, 10.
11 It was Ernst Bernheim who complemented Droysen’s Überrest concept with what 
he called Tradition although it should be noted that Droysen himself had a notion of 
the same category, only with a different name (Quellen, sources); furthermore, Droy-
sen proposed a third category connecting the other two (Denkmäler, monuments); cf. 
Droysen 1868, 14 (§ 21) and Ernst Bernheim, Einleitung in die Geschichtswissenschaft, 
Leipzig: G. J. Göschen, 1905, 83–102. See also Ahasver von Brandt, Werkzeug des 
Historikers: Eine Einführung in die historischen Hilfswissenschaften, Stuttgart: Kohl-
hammer, 1958, 58–76. For a succinct appraisal, see Robert Kretzschmar, “Absichtlich 
erhaltene Überreste: Überlegungen zur quellenkundlichen Analyse von Archivgut,” in: 
Archivar 67/3 (2014), 265–269.
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stationary records”12 by “enlivening what otherwise would remain 
dead.”13

How can scholarly editions give life to the ‘frozen’ material? The as-
pects of collation and annotation have been mentioned before, but we 
need to understand what that means: It means to contextualize, to com-
pare, to connect;14 it means to piece the available primary and circum-
stantial evidence together, to recognize gaps in the tradition, to make 
informed decisions about the way in which to bridge them; it means to 
enrich the material with information that may have been self-evident to 
contemporary readers and viewers; it means to divide the intellectual en-
tity that we view as a ‘work’ or ‘corpus’ into units of meaning, to search 
for the manifestation of these units in documents that bear witness, and 
to re-join them in the ideational whole that prompted their finding. This 
does not have to be done in a digital edition – but it is striking that Hans 
Walter Gabler, in unwitting accordance with Erwin Panofsky, has stated 
that “we read texts in their native print medium […] but we study texts 
and works in editions – in editions that live in the digital medium.”15

Common wisdom would suggest that whether something comes alive 
in a given medium very much depends on the responsiveness of its re-
cipients, so it is noteworthy that Hans Walter Gabler describes digital 
scholarly editions as living in their medium per se, imbuing that par-
ticular environment of publication with a sense of birth, change, and 
– even if unintended – death. What excites him most is the prospect of 
hypertextuality and thus he states that “[e]ditions may in that environ-
ment be set up as complex instruments for exploration”16 to provide the 

12 Panofsky 1939/1955, 24.
13 Ibid.
14 This is indeed what Panofsky had in mind, for he saw “‘enliven[ing]’ the past” as a 
“methodological necessity” rather than a “romantic ideal” (Panofsky 1939/1955, 24, 
fn. 19) and stated that the humanities “can express the fact that the records A, B and C 
are ‘connected’ with each other only in statements to the effect that the man who pro-
duced the record A must have been acquainted with the records B and C” (ibid.) and so 
on. Furthermore, he emphasized that “[i]t is just as inevitable for the humanities to think 
and to express themselves in terms of ‘influence,’ ‘lines of evolution,’ etc., as it is for the 
natural sciences to think and to express themselves in terms of mathematical equations” 
(ibid.).
15 Gabler 2010, 46. Emphasis by myself.
16 Ibid.
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“novel opportunity of interlinked textual and contextual study in the 
multi-connectable virtuality of the digital medium.”17 In his description, 
or perhaps rather vision, of digital editions, he sees them as “designed 
and […] researchable as relational webs of discourse, energized […] into 
genuine knowledge sites.”18

It should be mentioned that his conception of digital editions as 
‘knowledge sites’ is a reference to Peter Shillingsburg’s invocation of the 
idea in his book From Gutenberg to Google (2006)19 which in turn was 
already premised on similar ventures by Paul Eggert, Peter Robinson, 
and others.20 Shillingsburg describes his understanding of ‘knowledge 
sites’ as follows:

The space and shape I will try to describe is one 
where textual archives serve as a base for scholar-
ly editions which serve in tandem with every other 
sort of literary scholarship to create knowledge sites 
of current and developing scholarship that can also 
serve as pedagogical tools in an environment where 
each user can choose  an  entry  way,  select  a  con-
genial  set  of  enabling  contextual materials, and 
emerge with a personalized interactive form of the 
work (serving the place of the well-marked and dog-
eared book), always able to plug back in for more 
information or different perspectives.21

This view of scholarly editions is predicated on an intermediation of 
information that exposes clashing scenarios of use: that of editions as 
stable knowledge (re-)sources and that of editions as dynamic knowl-
edge generators. The former offers citation, the latter arbitration. An 

17 Gabler 2010, 46.
18 Ibid.
19 Cf. Peter L. Shillingsburg, From Gutenberg to Google: Electronic Representations 
of Literary Texts, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006, especially chapter 4, 
80–125.
20 Cf. Krista Stinne Greve Rasmussen, “Reading or Using a Digital Edition? Reader 
Roles in Scholarly Editions,” in: Digital Scholarly Editing: Theories and Practices, ed. by 
Matthew James Driscoll and Elena Pierazzo, Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 2016, 
119–136, here 125, online: <https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0095>. Rasmussen primarily 
refers to Eggert’s use of the term ‘work-site’ (in a play on the term ‘website’) and Rob-
inson’s advocacy of ‘distributed, interactive editions’.
21 Shillingsburg 2006, 88.
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edition might be capable of servicing both, so long as they are under-
stood as distinct intents and purposes. If editions are reduced to inter-
active platforms altogether, however, their essential academic function 
must be considered lost. Grounding editions solely in literary scholar-
ship and ‘textual archives’ neglects a vast majority of cultural heritage 
and ‘contextual materials’ and calls the claim of networked ‘knowledge’ 
into question (if we consider knowledge to be more than what can be 
expressed in textual form). ‘Enlivening what otherwise would remain 
dead’ might require a cross-medial, cross-disciplinary approach precise-
ly for this reason. How does an image of the past and all contained with-
in form in our heads? Imaginatively, deductively. Deducted from what? 
Imagined from where? Reasoning emerges from immersion; immersion 
is tempered by reason. Reason is that which our bounded place in time 
and space grants us, distributed in uneven measures. 

We may think of it this way: “[T]he humanities endeavour to trans-
form the chaotic variety of human records into […] a cosmos of cul-
ture.”22 That cosmos is “determined by a cultural theory of relativity”23 
and it is, “like the cosmos of nature, […] a spatio-temporal structure.”24 
Panofsky explains this by stating:

Two historical phenomena are simultaneous, or have 
a determinable temporal relation to each other, only 
in so far as they can be related within one ‘frame of 
reference,’ in the absence of which the very concept 
of simultaneity would be as meaningless in history 
as it would in physics.25

In other words: Intertextuality as well as intermediality and other kinds 
of relational deductions exist within a spatio-temporal fabric. This fab-
ric accords cultural sentiments and their manifestations the framework 
within which they can relate to each other; this relation may be implicit-
ly or explicitly evident in a record, that is to say, an artefact, a document, 

22 Panofsky 1939/1955, 6.
23 Ibid., 7.
24 Panofsky 1939/1955, 7.
25 Ibid.
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something that carries something meaningful, meaningfully representa-
tive, or otherwise intentional on something material and thereby attests 
to the ideational network among which it was birthed. It is of little use 
to observe that something occurred in the year 1600 unless we specify 
that it occurred in the year 1600 in the city of Strasbourg or in the year 
1600 on the Yucatán Peninsula and even then, our observation becomes 
ever more useful, the more precise we can be about the context of our 
observation (since it will also make a difference whether something oc-
curred in an affluent district, in a hospital for the poor, and so on). In 
order to know this context or to learn of it, we must study the records 
that form the basis of our assumptions, which means that they “have to 
be ‘decoded’ and interpreted”26 to the degree that that is deemed possible 
as well as “classified and coordinated into a coherent system that ‘makes 
sense.’”27 Not only do we, as humanistic scholars, have to learn of the 
context from the records themselves, we have to be aware of the context 
that others have already observed, judge the merit of their contribution, 
and integrate what we learn into this existing ‘cosmos’ or refute the pre-
vious assumptions underlying it.

In terms of scholarly editions, this means to examine previous attempts 
at the scholarly edition of a given material or, in the absence thereof as 
well as in addition to it, to regard the work witnesses directly. There 
are then primarily two ways of contextualization, to wit, two ways in 
which to ‘enliven’ records and establish their relativity: (1) We can relate 
the ideational entity of the work to its frame of origin and reception, or: 
its place in the ‘cosmos of culture’ (which could but does not have to 
include questions of intent, purpose, and effect), and (2) we can relate 
the ideational manifestation of the work in material witnesses to each 
other in a frame of likeness and variance, or: their place in the ‘cosmos 
of work’ (or ‘corpus’ or whichever type of entity is chosen to represent 
the frame of reference).

For this, it principally does not matter what type of documentation of 
ideation we are concerned with; practically, it does matter insofar as the 

26 Panofsky 1939/1955, 7.
27 Ibid.
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type of signification affects its reproducibility and representability and 
therewith the question whether it can and should be reproduced or rep-
resented in a ‘decoded’ way that can be compared, ‘classified’, and ‘co-
ordinated into a coherent system’ (such as a scholarly edition) that may 
then be viewed in lieu of or as a supplement to its underlying sources.

On the level of the work, we have text works, picture works, film 
works, music works, game works, other types as well if a different defi-
nitional framework were used. On the level of scholarly editions, we 
have editions of text works and music works, and of those we mostly 
have editions of works that follow an Anglo-Eurocentric tradition of 
music notation as well as an Anglo-Eurocentric tradition of text nota-
tion.28 More importantly, on the level of editorial theory, we have an 
international academic discourse dominated by Anglo- and Eurocen-
tric traditions, be it Northern American notions of copy-text,29 Biblical 
studies with a focus on Hebrew and Greek as well as Latin materials,30 

28 In an article asking how international scholarly editing is, Bodo Plachta considers the 
German, Anglo-American, French, and Italian traditions, with the Italian tradition not 
meriting its own section and being mentioned once as a ‘language area’ next to others 
where editorial practices have undergone transformation processes; cf. Bodo Plach-
ta, “Introduction: How International is Scholarly Editing? A Look at Its History,” in: 
Scholarly Editing and German Literature: Revision, Revaluation, Edition (Amsterdamer 
Beiträge zur neueren Germanistik; vol. 86), ed. by Lydia Jones, Bodo Plachta, Gaby Pai-
ler and Catherine Karen Roy, Leiden: Brill Rodopi, 2016, 1–20, here 8. That a German 
scholar would concentrate on German editorial history is expected and the exchange and 
understanding or rather lack thereof between German, Anglo-American, and French 
(and one might add: Italian) editorial traditions is still something in need of discussion; 
however, given the question posed in the title of the article, it would have been interest-
ing to learn something about the tradition of working with Arabic manuscripts or He-
brew, Ancient Greek, or Cyrillic material (or Sanskrit, or Kanji, and so on), particularly 
where such practices existed and exist outside of Anglo-American, German, and French 
spheres of influence and notions of what constitutes a scholarly edition; even a mere 
acknowledgement of a more global dimension of ‘internationality’ would have been ap-
propriate. We can find a similarly narrow focus (when we compare the contents of the 
volume to the claim of its title) in Michael Stolz and Yen-Chun Chen (Eds.), Inter-
nationalität und Interdisziplinarität der Editionswissenschaft (editio / Beihefte; vol. 38), 
Berlin / Boston: De Gruyter, 2014.
29 See Kathryn Sutherland, “Anglo-American Editorial Theory,” in: The Cambridge 
Companion to Textual Scholarship, ed. by Neil Fraistat and Julia Flanders, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013, 42–60.
30 For information on how editorial theory is rooted in biblical studies, see David 
Greetham, “A History of Textual Scholarship,” in: The Cambridge Companion to 
Textual Scholarship, ed. by Neil Fraistat and Julia Flanders, Cambridge: Cambridge 
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the German penchant for historical-critical editions,31 or the French cri-
tique génétique.32 Emerging editorial schools of thought in South Africa, 
Japan, and India may be said to have been influenced thusly – or are said 
to have been influenced thusly by researchers like Shillingsburg him-
self –,33 while Arabic manuscript studies, for example, have themselves 
a long tradition within a European context.34 The question is whether 
there has ever been, at any point in the discourse on scholarly editing as 
sketched in this book, a multicultural, multidirectional exchange of ide-
as, issues, and insights, or whether it has been insulated from alternative 
approaches to the curation and presentation of ‘non-traditional’ – albeit 
textual – materials. The answer to that would appear to be that there has 
not.35 To start from the basic assumption that there is an editorial theory 
that can be applied to all textual materials is, therefore, already incorrect, 
even if such a statement were refined to reflect the multitude of editorial 

University Press, 2013, 16–41. For editorial practices in relation to the Hebrew Bible, 
see also Ronald Hendel, Steps to a New Edition of the Hebrew Bible (Text-Critical 
Studies; vol. 10), Atlanta: SBL Press, 2016.
31 See, for an outside view on German editorial theory, Peter L. Shillingsburg, “A 
Resistence to Contemporary German Editorial Theory and Practice,” in: editio 12 
(1998), 138–150, online: <https://doi.org/10.1515/9783484604230.138>.
32 See, on German as well as French editorial theory, Geert Lernout, “Continental 
Editorial Theory,” in: The Cambridge Companion to Textual Scholarship, ed. by Neil 
Fraistat and Julia Flanders, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013, 61–78.
33 Cf. Peter L. Shillingsburg, “Scholarly Editing as a Cultural Enterprise,” in: id., 
Textuality and Knowledge: Essays, University Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 2017, 145–165; see for Shillingsburg’s personal global experiences 
esp. 160–162 on South Africa, 162f. on India, and 163f. on Japan.
34 On the history of so-called ‘oriental studies’ (surely problematic terminology), see the 
series The History of Oriental Studies, ed. by Alastair Hamilton and Jan Loop <https://
brill.com/view/serial/HOS> (accessed 8 September 2023). See also François Déroche, 
Islamic Codicology: An Introduction to the Study of Manuscripts in Arabic Script, Lon-
don: Al-Furqān Islamic Heritage Foundation, 2006; Adam Gacek, Arabic Manuscripts: 
A Vademecum for Readers, Leiden [et al.]: Brill, 2009; and in particular, for the way in 
which it shows that Eurocentric ideas of scholarly editing are applied with the caveat 
that “certain needs specific to oriental texts” (Macé 2015, 321) have to be taken into 
account, Caroline Macé [et al.] (Eds.), “Textual Criticism and Text Editing,” in: Com-
parative Oriental Manuscript Studies: An Introduction, ed. by Alessandro Bausi [et al.], 
Hamburg: Tredition, 2015, 321–466, online: <https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.46784>.
35 Or else Shillingsburg would not have felt compelled to ask and state, even within the 
Anglo-Eurocentric context: “Are there cultural problems to editorial problems? […] 
Language differences contribute to the isolation of editorial traditions.” (Shillings-
burg 2017, 145f.)
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theories and traditions that exist within the Anglo- and Eurocentric dis-
course on this subject alone. There may be such a theory – but if there is, 
it has, to my knowledge, not been formulated with such a claim of uni-
versality (and the global diversity of cultural documents and phenomena 
it would have to encompass) in mind. 

Two conclusions might be drawn from this: The first conclusion is 
that editorial theory, as any conceptual academic proposition, is and 
should be in a process of constant evolvement, no matter the pace or 
scope. The second conclusion is that editorial theories are so long suffi-
cient as they satisfy the needs, wants, and purposes of the editor seeking 
to achieve a tangible goal: a scholarly edition. Challenges arise whichev-
er way we turn as we seek to expand the editorial horizon, textually or 
otherwise. Stating this is merely a reminder that editorial theory as such 
cannot be thought of as being in a state of stasis. The conversation in this 
book is the same as all editorial conversation: No manuscript, no film, 
no painting, no building, in short: nothing, comes down to us as if noth-
ing else had ever existed, around it, within it, before it, or after it. Schol-
arly editions can uncover aspects of each, dependent upon the intention 
of the editor(s), and as we have seen with the picture and film works 
discussed in previous chapters, this conversation has, in many regards, 
barely scratched the surface, leaving the process of uncovering itself in 
the dark; not because such processes do not exist, for there are plenty of 
them in scholarship, but because they are not integrated into the edito-
rial project, if we can call it that. Perhaps it is time for a radical cut; for 
a new beginning, not in ignorance of that which has come before but in 
defiance of it. Perhaps the opposite is true; perhaps this marks a return 
to the roots. The present inquiry, drifting in a certain no-man’s-land 
of interdisciplinarity, should conclude by folding three aforementioned 
aspects into the discussion: (1) the digitality of scholarly editing, (2) the 
modality of model-creation, and (3) the structures of editorial modelling. 
Those aspects are aspects that are, in some regard, universal or founda-
tional, even if they are not – not primarily so, at least – concerned with 
the matter of mediality. Neither are we: for the interplay of components 
will always guide modelling concerns. 
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B.
THE DIGITAL PARADIGM

It is interesting to note that digital scholarly editions are generally un-
derstood to be digital based on their result rather than the process that 
led there. If there is an interest in process, it is often an interest in ‘tools’ 
and ‘automization’, a regulatory notion of isolation, workflows, mile-
stones. A ‘tool’ does not a ‘process’ make. Neither does a ‘website’ an 
‘edition’, for that matter. This is not to say that there are no ways to 
partition editorial decision processes.

An example of this can be seen in FIG. 51 which is neither tailored to 
a particular kind of scholarly edition nor all-encompassing in its envi-
sioned scenarios, even if it does cover a range of options and courses 
of action an editor might choose to take, based on the specific circum-
stances of the individual editorial endeavour. Although this graph sup-
poses that an editor faced with a multi-transmitted work would want 
to collate the witnesses before making a judgement as to the witness-
es’ inclusion or exclusion in an edition, it is conceivable that an editor 
might decide this beforehand, e.g. if the intention of the edition was to 
present a singular witness, known to be best-preserved or in some other 
way remarkable, with commentary but without an extended regard for 
the transmission of the work otherwise. An editor might also choose to 
collate some witnesses and disregard others, in order to tailor the scope 
of the task to the objectives they realistically want to attain. Generally, 
it is conceivable and even expected that an editor will weigh all editorial 
decisions in relation to the particular demands of their project. For the 
sake of clarity, I have chosen to design this decision tree in a way so as to 
emphasize how an editor might proceed with a certain degree of rigour. 
They might take some of the outlined steps partially or not at all, and 
they might take other steps not included here, especially if the granulari-
ty of the process were to be adjusted. They might also take these steps in 
different orders, in iterative cycles, and so on. Whether a scholarly edi-
tion of something should be made without any presence of primary evi-
dence, even if fragmentary, is another question altogether; but cases like 
the Hortus Deliciarum edition have shown that there are editions which 
rely heavily on circumstantial evidence such that it could be reasonably 
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and digital representations,42 with analogue representations being “based 
on an analogy of properties between the representation and the repre-
sented”43 and digital representations being “based on the use of a finite 
number of discrete symbols to represent information.”44 This notion 
that “physical phenomena are used to represent sequences of binary dig-
its (zero or one), and sequences of binary digits are then interpreted as 
integers, real numbers, characters, or other ‘primitive’ data types”45 is a 
fairly prevalent one, as is the notion that images contain ‘continuous’ 
information and are therefore ‘analogue’ in nature whereas texts contain 
‘discrete’ units and are therefore ‘digital’ – we find this, for example, in 
Kari Kraus’ elaboration on picture criticism, where it is paired with the 
Goodmannian distinction between autographic and allographic works.46

These types of understandings, rooted, in the case of Sperberg-
McQueen and co-author Dubin, in the work of mathematician Keith 
Devlin, he himself having based his theories on the work of analytic 

his closing keynote “Kritik der digitalen Vernunft” at the DHd 2018 Conference, Co-
logne, Germany, 3 March 2018, online: <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J6csNv-
v5TIk> (video recording, accessed 15 September 2023). See furthermore his presentation 
“The Hermeneutics of Data Representation” at the conference Representing Knowl-
edge in the Digital Humanities, University of Kansas, USA, 24 September 2011, online: 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BF_g1WvDDtU> (video recording, accessed 15 
September 2023).
42 On the general analogue/digital distinction, see Jens Schröter and Alexander 
Böhnke (Eds.), Analog/Digital – Opposition oder Kontinuum? Zur Theorie und Ge-
schichte einer Unterscheidung, Bielefeld: transcript, 2004.
43 C. M. Sperberg-McQueen and David Dubin, ‘Data Representation,’ in: DH Cura-
tion Guide: A Community Resource Guide to Data Curation in the Digital Humanities, 
first published in 2012, online: <https://guide.dhcuration.org/contents/data-representa-
tion/> (accessed 15 September 2023).
44 Ibid.
45 Spergberg-McQueen and Dubin 2012.
46 Cf. Kraus 2013, 237: “Where words are conventionally allographic, images are typi-
cally thought to be autographic: they operate through what we now think of as ‘analog’ 
representational methods, with smoothly continuous rather than discrete and stepwise 
units of information. The marks through which they are constituted often shade into one 
another and don’t appear to organize into abstract types whose individual members can 
be freely exchanged with one another [...]. The last two decades of textual criticism have 
witnessed a wealth of scholarship contesting the validity of these distinctions and ex-
ploring the text’s bibliographic or iconic codes. However, despite the virtues of such vi-
sual approaches to textuality (and there are many), a number of the traditional functions 
of textual scholarship require a different semiotic framework to make them intelligible 
from a historical and technological perspective.”
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philosopher Fred Dretske,47 entertain questions of information flow 
and suppose that there ought to be an information extraction through 
processes of perception and cognition, from analogue to digital, the 
“loss […] of information […] [being] compensated for by a very definite 
gain, in that there occurs a classification of the perceived information.”48 
They also persist in the view that it is “by the use of concepts to classify 
perceived (i.e. incoming) information that such information becomes 
available for (semantic) processing.”49

Definitions of this type, that may or not may not be considered 
outmoded, have an interesting consequence for the conversation 
surrounding digital scholarly editions: If we think of the distinction 
between analogue and digital as a distinction between a continuous and 
discrete flow of information, then the editions that we think of as ‘printed 
editions’ are not analogue at all but digital as well – in this perspective, 
every scholarly edition is a digital edition, since it is always a consequence 
of a processing of information from the original source material into 
a segmented, annotated, and, in the textual tradition importantly so, 
transcribed form.50 Furthermore, as N. Katherine Hayles has pointed 
out, “[d]igital computers do not necessarily have to operate with binary 

47 See Fred I. Dretske, Knowledge and the Flow of Information, Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts: MIT Press, 1981.
48 Keith Devlin, Logic and Information, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995, 19 [first paperback edition; originally published 1991].
49 Ibid.
50 Andreas Beinsteiner chooses to speak of ‘digital operativity’ instead of digitality (as 
in the simple analogue/digital, continuous/discrete distinction) for exactly this reason: 
“An understanding of digitality that lacks ambition and merely refers to the discrete 
composition of a sign system misleadingly suggests that society has been digital since the 
emergence of alphabetical script at least which would be an inappropriate relativization 
of the innovative and distinct nature of computer-based technology.” (Andreas Bein-
steiner, “Für eine Phänomenologie digitaler Operativität: Zur Transformation unseres 
Wirklichkeitsverhältnisses im Zuge der Digitalisierung,” in: Faktum, Faktizität, Wirk-
lichkeit: Phänomenologische Perspektiven (Phänomenologische Forschungen; suppl. 5), 
ed. by Inga Römer and Georg Stenger, Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 2023, 431–454, here 435, 
original: “Ein anspruchsloser Digitalitätsbegriff, welcher lediglich die diskrete Verfasst-
heit eines Zeichensystems meint, verleitet nämlich zu der Einschätzung, Gesellschaft 
sei ohnehin zumindest bereits seit dem Aufkommen der alphabetischen Schrift digital 
gewesen, was eine unangemessene Relativierung der Neuheit und Andersartigkeit com-
puterbasierter Technologie mit sich brächte.”)
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code”51 and there are also analogue computers to consider,52 if we wanted 
to be pedantic about such matters. The equation of ‘digital editions’ with 
‘online presentations’ (which is based on a viewpoint, if not viewport, 
rather than ‘a result’ as such) is also curious because a printed edition 
may well be viewable on a screen – and either may have been created 
with computational aid (unless one were to exclusively use pen, paper, 
and similar methods in the creation of a printed edition, beginning to 
end; difficult to imagine as it is nowadays). 

Clearly, the point of contention cannot be whether something was 
either created on or viewed with the help of a ‘computer’, in the broadest 
of terms. Proponents of digital scholarly editions are wont to invoke a 
certain ‘logic’ of creating such editions, primarily in the distinction of a 
‘data layer’ and a ‘presentation layer’.53 This would seem to imply that 
the facilitation of ‘semantic processing’ is a fundamental aim of digital 
scholarly editions. No example of such value presently existing comes to 
mind, unless one were to count the ability to query texts towards it. One 
would rarely require intricate mark-up for this, however. If anything, 
what we see in the ‘digital paradigm’ of scholarly editing would rather 
appear to be an extension of the notational iconoclasm54 that has rendered 
editorial theory at large incapable of perceiving cultural heritage in any 
terms other than those of ‘representation’ and those representations in 
any terms other than ‘enrichment’. This is not limited to digital editions 
or textual scholarship, if we remember efforts to establish notations of 
movement and dance, for example,55 but it is pronounced with digital 

51 Hayles 2004, 75.
52 See Bernd Ulmann, Analog Computing, München: Oldenbourg, 2013, and Bernd 
Ulmann, Analog and Hybrid Computer Programming, Berlin / Boston: De Gruyter, 
2020.
53 Cf. Stäcker 2020 or Sonja Glauch, “Welche Lebenserwartung haben digitale Edi-
tionen?” in: Digitale Mediävistik: Perspektiven der Digital Humanities für die Altger-
manistik (Beiträge zur mediävistischen Erzählforschung; special issue 12), ed. by Elisa-
beth Lienert [et al.], Oldenbourg: BIS, 2022, 65–75, online: <https://doi.org/10.25619/
BmE20223195>.
54 If we were to borrow Michael Camille’s aforementioned concept of ‘philological 
iconoclasm’, cf. Camille 1998, 44.
55 Existing types of movement or dance notation are, for example, the Labanotation 
or Kinetography Laban developed by the Hungarian dancer and theorist Rudolf von 
Laban (1879–1958) or the Eshkol-Wachman Movement Notation developed in Israel; 
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editions, i.e. editions accepted as such by the scholarly community. One 
would think that the self-evident multimediality of those editions, fortu-
itous as it may be, would mitigate such ingrained effects of book culture, 
but it seems to me that the opposite is the case: The more we find images 
entering the picture, the more scholars retreat to the learned practice of 
trying to divide their observations into representational cues. All has to 
be mapped. Everything named. Nothing left as is. (And this is where we 
might begin to see the connection to the notion of as-if.)

In his discussion of a bibliographic view on a collection of poems, 
Jerome McGann once stated something that should be relevant here:

[We] would probably do better to approach the 
work primarily in terms of facsimile rather than in 
terms of critical editing. In facsimile editing primary 
attention gets focused on the physical document as 
a whole rather than on small details of textual vari-
ation.56

While this continues to conflate critical editing with textual scholarship, 
it does point towards the integration of other views on the material that 
is so very apparent but so rarely addressed in scholarly editing; namely 
the idea that there must be representations beyond notation, if there are 
to be representations.

see Ann Hutchinson Guest, Labanotation: The System of Analyzing and Recording 
Movement, London / New York: Routledge, 42005 [originally published in 1954], and, 
for an interesting look at the way in which dance notation is explored in the context of 
robotics which may indicate an analogue/digital intersection, Jean-Paul Laumond and 
Naoko Abe (Eds.), Dance Notations and Robot Motion (Springer Tracts in Advanced 
Robotics; vol. 111), Cham [et al.]: Springer, 2016.
56 Jerome J. McGann, “Rossetti’s Iconic Page,” in: The Iconic Page in Manuscript, 
Print, and Digital Culture, ed. by George Bornstein and Theresa Lynn Tinkle, Ann Ar-
bor: University of Michigan Press, 1998, 123–140, here 130. This also calls to mind what 
Karl Goedeke said in 1876 in his Schiller edition with regard to the manuscript tradition, 
cf. Wolfgang Lukas, Rüdiger Nutt-Kofoth and Madleen Podewski, “Zur Bedeu-
tung von Materialität und Medialität für Edition und Interpretation: Eine Einführung,” 
in: Text – Material – Medium: Zur Relevanz editorischer Dokumentationen für die lite-
raturwissenschaftliche Interpretation (editio / Beihefte; vol. 37), ed. by Wolfgang Lukas, 
Rüdiger Nutt-Kofoth and Madleen Podewski, Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014, 1–22, here 5f., 
online: <https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110364408.1>.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110364408.1
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If we consider the primary purpose of a scholarly edition to be a form 
of reproduction and thereby representation, and if we consider a tran-
scription to be only one form of abstraction that does not entirely en-
compass an extraction of information, and if we furthermore consider 
that we ourselves through our perception and cognition of the source 
material perform a kind of information processing and that, for a codi-
fication of our observations, we do not necessarily require that semiotic 
discrete base level of abstraction but merely some layer of representation 
– even a continuous layer, if we want to call it that – to direct our obser-
vations to, and if we furthermore consider that a digitized mirror of the 
source material is that layer of representation, then the consequence is 
this – and I may be forgiven for stating the obvious, as I have not seen 
it stated clearly in a digital humanities context before (perhaps precisely 
because it should be self-evident):

The information that we have, in our mind, is the information that we 
can communicate. The information that we have about a ‘unit of mean-
ing’ is the information that we can attach to or address to that ‘unit of 
meaning’ and in order to do that, we need to point at it. Where we have 
a transcription of those ‘units’, the answer is clear. But in the case where 
we have a different kind of surrogate, such as an image, the answer is 
clear as well: Instead of pointing at a sign, we point at a space. And in the 
case of films, we point at a space and a time. And in the case of music, 
we point at symbols, depending on the type of notation that may exist 
for it, and we point at a time. And, of course, in the cases where combi-
nations exist, we can point at combinations. That is all there is to it. The 
representation of source material in a multimedia edition is not, in it-
self, an obstacle in ‘the digital medium’ and that is where the innovation 
of it lies. The digital paradigm, as practiced in scholarly editing today, 
is a textual paradigm, a notational paradigm, for no discernible reason. 
Whether the humanities will come to realize that thought dictated by 
tradition will not keep pace with invention driven by technology will 
be for the future to see. Lest I be misunderstood: I make no argument 
against texts as a source or texts as a mode of scholarly expression. That 
is not the issue. The issue is everything that lies beyond text, and all the 
ways in which we do and do not see it, consider it, and address it. 
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C.
CULTURAL MEMORY

Let us address the matter of space for a moment or rather that which 
it leads us to, which is related to semiotics but also goes beyond semi-
otics.57 In this context and with that in mind, Juri Lotman’s writings 
are worth mentioning, precisely because his theories accounted for an 
overarching view on culture.58 It has been said that the work of Juri Lot-
man (and his Tartu-Moscow School of Semiotics) as well as the work 
of Mikhail Bakhtin anticipated the later so-called spatial turn in literary 
studies;59 it has not yet, however, to my knowledge, been pointed out in 
clear terms that Lotman’s writings also anticipated the highly influential 
theory of conceptual metaphors by Lakoff and Johnson – at least not 

57 Specifically in terms of ‘spatiality’ in editorial theory, which is not our primary con-
cern, I would like to recall Herbert Kraft’s ‘theorem of spatiality’. Another example that 
could be mentioned is Hans Zeller’s approach that saw him include the spatial position 
of a variant in his apparatus criticus in order to make the original material appearance 
reconstructable. He did this in the genetic-critical edition of Conrad Ferdinand Mey-
er’s works but the approach was met with criticism and did not, ultimately, become 
widespread; cf. Rüdiger Nutt-Kofoth, “Textgenese analog und digital: Ziele, Stan-
dards, Probleme,” in: Textgenese in der digitalen Edition, ed. by Anke Bosse and Wal-
ter Fanta, Berlin / Boston: De Gruyter, 2019, 1–22, here 13–15, online: <https://doi.
org/10.1515/9783110575996-002>. For Hans Zeller’s explanation of his approach, see, 
as also stated ibid., 13, fn. 48, Hans Zeller, “Zur gegenwärtigen Aufgabe der Editions-
technik: Ein Versuch, komplizierte Handschriften darzustellen (1958),” in: Dokumen-
te zur Geschichte der neugermanistischen Edition (Bausteine zur Geschichte der Edi-
tion; vol. 1), ed. by Rüdiger Nutt-Kofoth, Berlin: De Gruyter, 2005, 194–214, online: 
<https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110926927.194> [originally published in: Euphorion 52 
(1958), 356–377]. See also Lukas, Nutt-Kofoth and Podewski 2014, 4f.
58 For more information on Juri Lotman (the transliteration of his name may differ 
in the bibliographic references since they are being cited as they were published), see 
Frank Illing, “Jurij Michailovič Lotman (1922 – 1993),” in: Klassiker der Soziologie der 
Künste: Prominente und bedeutende Ansätze, ed. by Christian Steuerwald, Wiesbaden: 
Springer VS, 2017, 545–569, online: <https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-01455-1_24>.
59 See Michael C. Frank, “Die Literaturwissenschaften und der spatial turn: Ansätze 
bei Jurij Lotman und Michail Bachtin,” in: Raum und Bewegung in der Literatur: Die Li-
teraturwissenschaften und der Spatial Turn, ed. by Wolfgang Hallet and Birgit Neumann, 
Bielefeld: transcript, 2009, 53–80, online: <https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839411360-
003>, and Winfried Nöth, “The Topography of Yuri Lotman’s Semiosphere,” in: 
International Journal of Cultural Studies 18/1 (2012), 11–26, online: <https://doi.
org/10.1177/1367877914528114>.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110575996-002
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110575996-002
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110926927.194
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-01455-1_24
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839411360-003
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839411360-003
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367877914528114
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367877914528114
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in the literature likely to cite the latter.60 His structuralist approach is 
not just relevant for the mapping of space and spatiality in texts from a 
narratological point of view, it also provides useful vocabulary beyond, 

60 For their main work, see George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live 
By, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980; see also George Lakoff and Mark 
Johnson, Philosophy in the Flesh: The Embodied Mind and its Challenge to Western 
Thought, New York: Basic Books, 1999. Connecting them to Lotman is not at all to 
say that they based their theory on him specifically since other influences would have 
to be cited for that (such as Max Black, see Black 1962 and a review that pointed out 
this omission at the time, J. P. Thorne, “George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors 
We live By – Dwight Bolinger, Language the Loaded Weapon,” review, in: Journal of 
Linguistics 19/1 (1983), 245–248, esp. 246); but a similarity in thought is evident. Lakoff 
and Johnson’s explanation of “spatialization metaphors” (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 
17), especially of the orientational kind (for which, see ibid., 14–21), is very reminiscent 
of the way in which Lotman aligned spatial orientational structures in texts with meta-
phorical meanings; see, for a translated example, Jurij M. Lotman, The Structure of the 
Artistic Text, transl. by Ronald Vroon, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1977, here 
217–230. One reference to the relatedness of their theories can be found in an article by 
Han-Liang Chang, albeit in a footnote only: “Strikingly, the two schemata identified by 
Lakoff and Johnson (1999: 31–34), container schema logic and source-path-goal schema, 
are exactly the two models used by Lotman, viz. sphere and communication or infor-
mation transmission.” (Han-Liang Chang, “Is Language a Primary Modeling System? 
On Juri Lotman’s Concept of Semiosphere,” in: Sign Systems Studies 31/1 (2003), 9–23, 
here 16, fn. 7.) Additionally, it has been mentioned that both the writings of Lotman 
and the theories of Lakoff and Johnson bear similarities to the “Gedankengut” (‘body 
of thought’) of classical philologist Olga Freidenberg, cf. Annette Kabanov, Ol’ga Mi-
chajlovna Frejdenberg, 1890–1955: Eine sowjetische Wissenschaftlerin zwischen Kanon 
und Freiheit (Opera Slavica; vol. 41), Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2002, 326; the difference 
being that Lotman played a crucial role in the rediscovery of her work and classified her 
as a “precursor to structuralist-semiotic research” (ibid., 1f.), whereas Lakoff and John-
son did not explicitly reference this tradition of thought. Whether they were altogether 
unaware of it, consciously or subconsciously, is another question. Interestingly, linguist 
Roman Jakobson, who was part of the Prague linguistic circle and influenced the work 
of Lotman (cf. Edna Andrews, Conversations with Lotman: Cultural Semiotics in Lan-
guage, Literature, and Cognition, Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003, 22f.) and 
was furthermore certainly aware of him in return, taught at the MIT after his migration 
to the USA where his courses were attended by George Lakoff (cf. Stephan Kessler, 
Theories of Metaphor Revised: Against a Cognitive Theory of Metaphor. An Advocacy 
of Classical Metaphor, Berlin: Logos, 2013, 13f.). That Jakobson knew of Lotman can 
be attested by the fact that he shortly thereafter, in 1966, participated in one of the ‘leg-
endary’ summer schools organized in Kääriku/Tartu by Lotman, cf. Silvi Salupere, 
“Tartu Summer Schools of Semiotics at the Time of Juri Lotman,” in: Chinese Semiotic 
Studies 6/1 (2012), 303–311, here 307, online: <https://doi.org/10.1515/css-2012-0121>, 
and Igor Pilshchikov and Mikhail Trunin, “The Tartu-Moscow School of Semiotics: 
A Transnational Perspective,” in: Sign Systems Studies 44/3 (2016), 368–401, here 380. 
Lotman also corresponded with Jakobson, cf. Pilshchikov and Trunin 2016, 372.
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as evidenced by a collected volume from 2019 which contains English 
translations – in many cases for the first time – of some of his articles 
and essays pertaining to issues of cultural memory and history, writ-
ten mostly in the later stages of his academic career, i.e. in the 1980s 
and 1990s.61 In describing Lotman’s whole body of work, editor Marek 
Tamm had this to say about the origin of his notion of ‘culture’ which 
was to be a common thread:

Lotman’s conception of culture was born in the 
1960s, under the rising star of cybernetics and in-
formation sciences, which is why he conceives of 
culture first and foremost as an extensive and elabo-
rate system of processing information. [...] In 1970, 
Lotman proposes a preliminary definition of culture 
as ‘the sum of all nonhereditary information and the 
means of its organization and preservation’ (Lotman 
2000a [1970], 395). Even this early formulation re-
veals that, from a semiotic perspective, the preserva-
tion of information is as important in a culture as its 
transmission and organization.62

This names two important and familiar-sounding aspects that allude to 
reasons why Lotman might be of interest here: his inherent focus on a 
processing and preservation of information. In that sense, could it not be 
said that scholarly editing is an act of cultural memory production? It is, 
at the very least, reminiscent of Foucault’s statement that academia “has 
a selective role: it selects knowledges.”63 Scholarly editions select, repro-
duce, and represent knowledges. They, together with cultural heritage 
institutions, determine the accessibility of materials or the provision of 
information about those materials based on an estimation of a reader’s 
or viewer’s interest. They, too, construct a canon of materials deemed 

61 See Marek Tamm (Ed.), Juri Lotman – Culture, Memory and History: Essays in Cul-
tural Semiotics. Translated from the Russian by Brian James Baer, London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2019.
62 See Marek Tamm, “Introduction: Juri Lotman’s Semiotic Theory of History and 
Cultural Memory,” in: Juri Lotman – Culture, Memory and History: Essays in Cultural 
Semiotics. Translated from the Russian by Brian James Baer, ed. by Marek Tamm, Lon-
don: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, 1–26, here 5.
63 Foucault 1975–76/2003, 183.
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worthy of the time and effort that must be invested in its ‘processing’, as 
well as reflect an unconscious preference and prioritization, not only of 
materials but of methods, concepts, and theories.

If we recall the question from CHAPTER I whether the digital human-
ities can be seen in the tradition of or even as a return to the principles 
of structuralism, then the way in which the digital humanities and in this 
case digital scholarly editing select and exert their influences on the dis-
course in return may be traced to this very book and this very chapter: 
How could the theory of digital scholarly editing, if grounded in prec-
edent from the humanities, not enter into its own phase of (neo-)struc-
turalism in the broadest sense of the word – not necessarily interested in 
uncovering structures but necessarily invested in establishing structures? 
If the processing of information, one way or another, lies at its core (and 
this may be up for debate), how could it not have to contend with the 
kind of scholarship that Lotman was engaged in, even though he was 
engaged in it in a different context and for a different purpose? Again, 
that is not to say that that is the only kind of reading one might want to 
pursue, especially given that different editors will always have different 
interests vis-à-vis the historicity of texts, the genesis of texts, the lan-
guage of texts, or the mediality of ‘works’ beyond texts (if applied here 
to mean the distinction between texts, images, sound, film, and so on).64 
But consider this sentence by Lotman: “Memory is understood here in 

64 Although it stands to reason that Lotman’s body of work should be of particular 
interest to those with an interest in computational literary and there especially narrato-
logical analysis, as illustrated by Amélie Zöllner-Weber referring to Lotman 1977 next 
to a reference to Fotis Jannidis in her discussion of creating an ontology for literary 
characters; cf. Amélie Zöllner-Weber, “Text Encoding and Ontology: Enlarging an 
Ontology by Semi-Automatic Generated Instances,” in: Literary and Linguistic Com-
puting 26/3 (2011), 365–370, here 367, online: <https://doi.org/10.1093/llc/fqr021>. 
Lotman has also been referenced by literary scholars in a context of traditional edito-
rial theory, insofar as his structuralist approach to ‘texts’ is concerned (e.g. his concept 
of a secondary modelling system); see, for example, Oliver Jahraus, “Intertextualität 
und Editionsphilologie: Der Materialwert der Vorlagen in den Beiträgen Heinrich von 
Kleists für die Berliner Abendblätter,” in: editio 13 (1999), 108–130, here esp. 120-122, 
online: <https://doi.org/10.1515/9783484604278.108>, and Klaus Kanzog, “Historizi-
tät und Aktualität: Semiotische Probleme des Erläuterns und Kommentierens,” in: editio 
7 (1993), 76–84, here 79, online: <https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110241983.76>.
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the same sense as that used in information theory and cybernetics: as the 
ability of certain systems to record and accumulate information.”65

It is strikingly easy to link this with the view of Panofsky, cited in 
part earlier, that “[m]an’s signs and structures are records because, or 
rather in so far as, they express ideas separated from, yet realized by, the 
processes of signaling and building,”66 meaning that they are testament 
to a human “[perception of] the relation of signification”67 and a human 
“[perception of] the relation of construction.”68 If we believe, to follow 
Clifford Geertz, “that man is an animal suspended in webs of signifi-
cance he himself has spun”69 and if we therefore “take culture to be those 
webs,”70 then their relationality – and moreover, the perception of their 
relationality –, as recorded over time, is woven into the fabric of cultural 
memory; and cultural memory, in that view, becomes in itself a record 
as well as a reservoir of recorded notions about those records. Scholarly 
editions testify to the same: In themselves records as well as a reservoir of 
recorded notions about those records. One must not share the opinion 
of Panofsky that every humanist is, “fundamentally, a historian”71 – but 
any scholarly editor will inevitably encounter a historical situatedness of 
the material they are concerned with, no matter how recent or ancient; 
and they will, again, inevitably, by sorting through their methodological 
options, engage with a plane of information theory, whether conscious-
ly or not. Even beyond scholarly editing, this is evident. It was evident 
in Erwin Panofsky’s methodologies which, in the art-historical horizon 
of this book, are the most obvious point of reference for a structured ap-
proach towards the semantic palpability of ‘artwork’ and its framework 
in the history of thought. Panofsky is not usually classified as a structur-
alist in the traditional sense but given this discussion, it should, perhaps, 

65 Tamm 2019, 21, fn. 4.
66 Panofsky 1939/1955, 5.
67 Ibid.
68 Panofsky 1939/1955, 5.
69 Clifford Geertz, “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,” 
in: id.: The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays, New York: Basic Books, 1973, 
3–30, here 5.
70 Ibid.
71 Panofsky 1939/1955, 5.
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the world-being of technology with the world-being of being human, 
insofar as that is a world-being of culture, without foregoing argu-
ment nor critique. When Heidegger writes in the 1960s that “it might 
be that history and tradition will be flattened into the uniform storage 
of information and that they will be, in that form, made available to 
the inevitable design that a controlled humanity requires”120 and that it 
furthermore “[remains the question] if thinking, too, will perish in the 
information gears or if it is destined to a down-fall into the shelter of 
its concealed-from-self origin,”121 the ominous sentiment may be traced 
both to his antisemitically and conspiratorially charged mindset as well 
as to his contemporaneity with cybernetics, which he declared the suc-
cessor discipline of philosophy shortly before his death.122 A Heidegger 
scholar might make more sense of this than we can do – but I wanted to 
include this excursion here to imply: maybe we should try.

E.
LOTMAN’S SEMIOSPHERE

Returning to Lotman and his concept of modelling systems, there is an-
other idea that might make for a worthwhile exploration in connection 
with the themes posed so far: that of a technosphere contrasted against 
a semiosphere (the former of which is sometimes described in terms of 

120 Martin Heidegger, Wegmarken, Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1967, 
VIIf. (preliminary remark written in Freiburg i. Br., beginning of summer 1967), original: 
“Es kann auch sein, daß Geschichte und Überlieferung auf die gleichförmige Speiche-
rung von Informationen eingeebnet und als diese für die unumgängliche Planung nutz-
bar gemacht werden, die eine gesteuerte Menschheit benötigt. Ob dann auch das Den-
ken im Informationsgetriebe verendet oder ob ihm ein Unter-Gang [sic!] in den Schutz 
durch seine ihm selbst verborgene Herkunft bestimmt ist, bleibt die Frage.” Alternative 
translation: “Maybe history and tradition will fit smoothly into the information retrieval 
systems which will serve as resource for the inevitable planning needs of a cybernetically 
organized mankind. The question is whether thinking too will end in the business of 
information processing.” (Michael Heim, “The Computer as Component: Heidegger 
and McLuhan,” in: Philosophy and Literature 16/2 (1992), 304–319, here 305.)
121 Ibid.
122 Cf. Martin Heidegger, “Nur noch ein Gott kann uns retten,” interview by Rudolf 
Augstein and Georg Wolff, in: Der Spiegel 23/30 (31 May 1976), 193–219, here 212 [in-
terview conducted in 1966, published posthumously]. 
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machinery reminiscent of Heidegger’s ‘cybernetic anxiety’).123 Lotman’s 
semiosphere is said to be “a metaphor, which offers a spatial model for 
the interpretation of culture”124 and, in his body of work, “mark[s] a 
gradual spatial turn from his earlier more strictly structuralist phase [...] 
to a more dynamic and in some respects post-structuralist phase of his 
semiotics.”125

In his aforementioned Universe of the Mind (1990), Lotman focuses 
the entire second half of the book on the topic:

By analogy with the biosphere (Vernadsky’s con-
cept) we could talk of a semiosphere, which we shall 
define as the semiotic space necessary for the exist-
ence and functioning of languages, not the sum total 
of different languages.126

With regard to the sphere term, Han-Liang Chang has pointed out that 
“the word is so frequently used by Lotman that its semantic precision 
is blurred.”127 We also find this with other spheres, such as Vernadsky’s 
biosphere which has to be understood in conjunction with his concept of 
a noosphere that he developed together with Pierre Teilhard de Chardin 
and Le Roy,128 N. Katherine Hayles’ cognisphere,129 or the technosphere 

123 “The potentials and constraints that the digital technosphere will pose on the dy-
namics of the global semiosphere are unforeseeable. [...] The question is whether the de-
sign and optimization of such systems, and the conditions or constraints that they may 
impose on cultural dynamics, are independent of the signification sphere of the cultural 
products circulating in the semiosphere, which is mediated by such digital platforms.” 
(Luis E. Bruni, “Sustainability, Cognitive Technologies and the Digital Semiosphere,” 
in: International Journal of Cultural Studies 18/1 (2015), 103–117, here 112, online: 
<https://doi.org/10.1177/1367877914528121>.)
124 Nöth 2015, 11.
125 Ibid., 12.
126 Lotman 1990, 123.
127 Chang 2003, 14. For a list of different meanings, see ibid., 15f.
128 The noosphere denotes a transformation of the biosphere through the application of 
human reason and the resulting activity and “is [its] final evolutionary stage [...] in terms 
of its geological historical development on earth.” (Andrews 2003, 57.) See also Olga 
Lavrenova, Spaces and Meanings: Semantics of the Cultural Landscape, Cham: Springer 
Nature, 2019, 16–19.
129 “Expanded to include not only the Internet but also networked and programmable 
systems that feed into it, including wired and wireless data flows across the electromag-
netic spectrum, the cognisphere gives a name and shape to the globally interconnected 
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which, too, “evokes the image of a harmonization of world-spanning 
technology.”130 The question is: How can any such concept be delineat-
ed? Or is it meant to indicate a planetary suffusion of ‘the world’ with 
stages of progress that we relate to stages of civilization? In Lotman’s 
case, his definition is delineated with container logic and the notion of a 
boundary:

But the unity of the semiotic space of the semio-
sphere is brought about not only by metastructural 
formations: even more crucial is the unifying factor 
of the boundary, which divides the internal space of 
the semiosphere from the external, its inside from 
its outside. [...] Every culture begins by dividing the 
world into ‘its own’ internal space and ‘their’ exter-
nal space.131

These divisions are created through binary oppositions, such as “up 
and down.”132 Although Lotman wrote about diverse cultural subjects, 
including a Semiotics of Cinema (1976)133 and broad issues of cultural 
memory and history, his application of this concept tends towards liter-
ary studies, such as when he examines how geographical space is mod-
elled and conceptualized in Russian medieval texts.134 What use might 
it be for the conceptualization of scholarly editions beyond text, then?

First of all, we could, for our own purposes, redefine what we under-
stand a boundary to be. We could take the view that the semiosphere, 

cognitive systems in which humans are increasingly embedded. As the name implies, 
humans are not the only actors within this system; machine cognizers are crucial players 
as well.” (N. Katherine Hayles, “Unfinished Work: From Cyborg to Cognisphere,” 
in: Theory, Culture & Society 23/7-8 (2006), 159–166, here 161, online: <https://doi.
org/10.1177/0263276406069229>.)
130 Birgit Schneider, “Mensch-Maschine-Schnittstellen in Technosphäre und An-
thropozän,” in: Mensch-Maschine-Interaktion: Handbuch zu Geschichte – Kultur – 
Ethik, ed. by Kevin Liggieri and Oliver Müller, Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler, 2019, 95–105, 
here 95, original: “Sie [die Technosphäre] evoziert das Bild einer Vereinheitlichung welt-
umspannender Technik.” See Schneider 2019 also for an exploration of the origin of the 
concept and how it is related to Vernadsky’s noosphere.
131 Lotman 1990, 130f.
132 Ibid., 132.
133 See Jurij M. Lotman, Semiotics of Cinema, transl. by Mark E. Suino, Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1976.
134 Cf. Lotman 1990, 171–177.
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as a world of ideas that has manifested in meaningful representations, 
is not so much language-bound as it is material-bound and that we can 
reproduce – not analyse, reproduce – its manifestation with respect to 
its spatial existence on a physical carrier and its temporal existence in its 
sequentiality while at the same time viewing it as part of a meaningful 
Überbau, the semiosphere. We could view the ‘work’ as an ideational 
boundary and the edition as concerned with what is inside it while at 
the same time acknowledging that there is an outside inside of which 
the work in turn resides. We could relate Lotman’s semiosphere to Pa-
nofsky’s “cosmos of culture.”135 We could relate both to Shillingsburg’s 
concept of “knowledge sites”136 that externalize and serialize staggered 
layers of information. We could seek to study how the ‘semiosphere’ 
might intersect with the ‘technosphere’ and we could use this to reflect 
on scholarly editions as cultural memory products:

What changes with digital culture is the dimension 
of the memory store to which the individual mind 
has access and the modes of navigating and interact-
ing with such semiotic space, that is, the off-loading 
(Dror and Harnad, 2008), or maybe rather up-load-
ing, of the semiosphere in the navigable memory 
store of the technosphere.137

In essence, and in keeping with what has been said before, we might want 
to think about a conceptual ‘ecosystem’ for scholarly editions, the archi-
tecture of their information structures and their relationship with both 
the semiosphere and the technosphere, insofar as we suppose that those 
exist; a sphere of communicated meaning and a sphere of technological 
realization. We could ask, for example: Is not every record of cultural 
memory – if we define cultural memory here to include only the kind of 
records that we can describe or, more generally put, the kind of mem-
ory that can be recorded, which would still, in a different disciplinary 

135 Panofsky 1939/1955, 6.
136 Shillingsburg 2006, 88.
137 Bruni, 2015, 107f.
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perspective, exclude important aspects of oral tradition, for example138 – 
manifested in or through a technosphere and has that not always been 
true? Is every digital scholarly edition a meeting of a concept descended 
from or formulated in the semiosphere and a code ascended from or 
formulated in the technosphere? What would be the equivalent model in 
printed scholarly editing? How are the technological, economical, eco-
logical conditions and resources for the production of culture changing, 
how are the conditions for the production of scholarly editions changing 
with them?139

138 The notion of a ‘record’ and how something might be ‘recorded’ could or rather 
should be a subject of debate. On the topic of oral history and its challenges and pos-
sibilities, see Donald A. Ritchie (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Oral History, Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2012. One might also ask whether the phenomenon of 
transgenerational trauma, studied in the fields of epigenetics, psychology, and beyond 
constitutes its own type of cultural memory or cultural memory artefact; see Gabri-
ele Schwab, Haunting Legacies: Violent Histories and Transgenerational Trauma, New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2010, esp. 29f. It should be noted that findings in 
epigenetics with respect to trans- or intergenerational trauma are not uncontroversial, 
see Rachel Yehuda, Amy Lehrner and Linda M. Bierer, “The Public Reception of 
Putative Epigenetic Mechanisms in the Transgenerational Effects of Trauma,” in: Envi-
ronmental Epigenetics 4/2 (2018), online: <https://doi.org/10.1093/eep/dvy018>. There 
are many more ways to think and talk about cultural memory of course; see – as a start-
ing point – Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning (Eds.), Cultural Memory Studies: An 
International and Interdisciplinary Handbook (Media and Cultural Memory; vol. 8), 
Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008, and, for a German historiographical perspective, Otto Ger-
hard Oexle, “Memoria als Kultur,” in: Memoria als Kultur (Veröffentlichungen des 
Max-Planck-Instituts für Geschichte; vol. 121), ed. by Otto Gerhard Oexle, Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1995, 9–78; Thomas Schilp and Caroline Horch (Eds.), 
Memoria – Erinnerungskultur – Historismus: Zum Gedenken an Otto Gerhard Oexle 
(28. August 1939 – 16. Mai 2016), Turnhout: Brepols, 2019; and Aleida Assmann, Erin-
nerungsräume: Formen und Wandlungen des kulturellen Gedächtnisses, München: C.H. 
Beck, 1999.
139 In the context of digital humanities research in general, see, for one view on this 
that makes use of a concept of ‘technohumanism’, Anne Balsamo, “The Digital Hu-
manities and Technocultural Innovation,” in: Digital Media: Technological and Social 
Challenges of the Interactive World, ed. by Megan Alicia Winget and William Aspray, 
Lanham [et al.]: Scarecrow Press, 2011, 213–225. Right at the beginning of her essay, 
she recurs to Carl Mitcham’s identification of “Lewis Mumford, Jose Ortega y Gasset, 
Martin Heidegger, and Jacques Ellul as the four founding figures of a specifically hu-
manistic philosophy of technology” (ibid., 213). Mitcham, writing earlier, at least briefly 
acknowledged the issue of Heidegger’s entanglement with Nazism, cf. Carl Mitcham, 
Thinking Through Technology: The Path Between Engineering and Philosophy, Chica-
go: University of Chicago Press, 1994, 57. On a matter related to changing ‘production’ 
environments, see Smithies 2017, especially the chapter on ‘The Ethics of Production’, 
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