Francesco Stella

Digital standards for print editions

Arezzo, 19 January 2006

The starting points of the debate are, on one side, the acknowledgement that digital editions are the best instrument for satisfying the requirements of the so-called “new philology,” for a closer attention to the manuscript tradition and to its full reproduction. On the other side, some scholars claim a crisis of the digital editions because often they do not go beyond the project-phase or, if they come to an end, they are not much consulted and quoted in academic works. The situation is even worse in the field of non-anglistic studies where producing digital repositories or repertories of data and texts appears to be much more intense than publishing real critical editions. The main reasons of this impasse are those highlighted by Robinson, with  a stronger emphasis on the weight and the costs of the technical acquisitions. The risk is the development of a caste-community of digital philologists, perhaps more digital than philologists, whose interests would focus on the technology of the edition rather than on the texts themselves.

And yet, we cannot underestimate the fact that printed or on-line digital editions constitute a new standard for philology because, as it has often been stated, this practice would overcome the traditional choice between critical and archival editions. Furthermore, a digital edition allows us to go beyond the artificial distinction between oral and written, textual or musical, read and sung, which so frequently prevents us from a better understanding of the performative dimension of medieval culture. 

In this sense, the experience of the Corpus rhythmorum is encouraging since the data-base structure  of the I cd-rom concerning not-liturgical rhythms (which will be published together with a minor - 600 pages - book edition) contains both texts and music, the reproductions of all of the manuscripts (138) and their transcripts, the musical transcripts on stave, their records as well as a search-engine on paleographic, musical, philologic, and linguistic data extracted from the manuscript versions and not only from the “reconstructed” text. 

Above all, the digital edition allows one to publish multiple editions of texts with more than one version without giving up the attempt to propose an archetypal text or, at least, a traditional reconstruction of the history of the different versions. This inclusive work-method thus sets a new standard fixed by the medium itself and makes the average good print edition of traditional philology seem limited and deficient. And yet, to be aware of this scope poses many problems, not only  because of the well-known questions of the durability of the supports.  Such a high standard (which fullfills the aim of “an edition which gives enough documentation for every other edition of the same texts,” Domenico De Robertis), is now in front of us, but most of the times it is not really available – except for some happy or unhappy few. Or, it is very expensive and painful to be kept up for long-term projects. The elaboration of new tools - independent from the knowledge of tagging methods and software experience and directly connected with follow up towards the print technology,  will probably enable the diffusion of the digital edition and its philosophy of archival documentation and “community-controlled” process of text selection. 

