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Existing Digital Resources 

• Images 

 

• Calendars 

 

• Catalogues 

 

• Descriptions 

 

• Transcriptions 

 



Methodological Challenges (1) 

• Creating linked and interoperable corpora and new 

tools to enable new uses for digital MS resources 

 

Problem discussed at ESF Exploratory Workshop in 

Birmingham 2009 ‘Applying Semantic Web 

Technologies to Medieval Manuscript Research’ 

 



Challenges (2)  

 

New methodologies needed to make best use of corpora 

 

 

 

 

 

•Methods for analysis of digital corpora 



Case Study of two Corpora: 

 Manuscripts of the 
West Midlands of 

England 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 MWM - The Manuscripts of the West Midlands Project 
 
 
 
 

 

www.hrionline.ac.uk/mwm/www.hrio

nline.ac.uk/mwm 

A corpus of 

metadata and 

images of MSS in 

West Midlands 

English.  

 

Project aims:  to 

resource study of 

late medieval 

vernacular MS 

production. 



MWM: description of St John’s College Cambridge MS B.12 

 

 

 

 



MWM: description of St John’s College Cambridge MS B.12 (2) 

 

 

 

 



Metadata + Images  
(metadata are enhanced with images but licensing images a 

problem)  
2 MSS by the same scribe 

  

 
 

 
 

 

 
  
 

 



2 Midlands Prick of Conscience MSS 
  

 
 

 
 

 

 
  
 

 



The Vernon Manuscript Project 

Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Eng. 
Poet. a .1, c. 1400, in English West 
Midlands dialect  

www.birmingham.ac.uk/vernonmanuscript 

 
The Vernon Manuscript Project has received support from  

http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/vernonmanuscript


A Medieval ‘Data Deluge’ 

 

350 folios (69 folios lost) 

 

c. 370 different items – all devotional and religious, prose and 
verse, almost all in Middle English 

 

Word count: 2.5 x Tolstoy’s War and Peace 

 

16 Miniatures (c. 52 lost) 



Digitising the Data Deluge: Aims 

 
Metadata + images (images alone are of limited use) 
 

 
An accurate text to parallel the images in the edition 

 
A corpus of linked data exploitable for research 
 
 
 

 
 

 



 Policies on Data Capture 

 

Working with digital files, we could record: 
 
Changes of ink 

 
Sharpening of pen 

 
Letter forms 

 
Marks of abbreviation 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



 Policies on Data Capture (2) 

 

Considerations: 
 
Equivalent to transcribing War and Peace 2.5 times 

 
Three years to do it 

 
Over-riding aims are accuracy and consistency 

 
A team effort 
 
 

 
 

 



 Policies on Data Capture (3) 

 

Decisions: 
 
Resist interpretation; don’t embed assumptions 

 
Have simple rules and stick to them (even if the result looks odd, 

for example capitalisation and word division) 
 

Record data in format that can be re-used, added to, developed 
(in xml) 
 

Allocation of data to Transcription and Description files –not 
strict TEI 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 



Transcription Files: Scribal (?) Corrections 

 

 

‘Samul’ corrected with 
superscript ‘e’ and caret 
mark  

      (fol. 397v col. a) 

 

 
 

 



Page Description File: Guide Words and Letters 

 

faint text for rubricator to 
insert ‘Primus passus de 
dowel’ (fol. 400v, col. B) 



Page Description File: Assembly  

 

catchword to ensure correct 
ordering of quires 

below, ‘hic sequitur vnus 
quaternus et vltimus’ – note 

by supervisor (?) to binder 
(?) 

(bottom edge guide text for 
rubric) 

 (fol. 398v) 





Using the Vernon files for 
palaeographical research 

Palaeographical analysis 
distinguishes two 
scribes, A & B 

 

Linguistic analysis locates 
B in N Worcs and A in 
SW Worcs 

 

 



 
Qu. 1: Did Scribe A Decorate his Text?  

 Scribe A and Flourisher form <Y> and <Þ> (thorn) indistinctly 

 
Scribe A     Scribe A 

But Scribe A uses <Y> only for /i/ (e.g. Ysaac) 
 

For /j/ (471 instances) Scribe A uses <ӡ> (yogh) (e.g. Ʒyt = yet) 
 

Whereas for /j/ Flourisher also uses <Y> (e.g. Yyt = yet) 
 

Answer: No! 

Flourisher  Flourisher 



 
Qu. 2: Provenance of Flourisher? 

 
 

 

Scribe A is located in West Midlands on linguistic grounds 
     

 
Flourisher’s   graphemic profile (<Y> = <Þ>) is associated with 
areas outside the West Midlands 



Further Research Possibilities 

 

 

• Could also use transcription + description + images to 
investigate, for example, what constrains scribe’s variations in 
his practice – e.g. why does he abbreviate here and not there? 
Why this form of a letter here and that there? 
 

• Creation of and linking to new corpora e.g. Simeon MS (BL 
Addit. 22283) would support further research along these 
lines 



Next: Enlarging the Corpus 

Vernon scribe B’s 

Scale of Perfection in 

Vernon and Simeon 

(fol. 152r continued 

by Simeon Scribe 3)  



Exploiting Corpora to Enhance Palaeographical Research 

Vernon and MWM projects offer examples of how 

 

•  linking corpora of different genres within and across 
resources 

 

• and analysis through cross-referencing of palaeographical 
methods with other methodologies (e.g. linguistic profiling) 

 

 can lead to insights 
 

 

 


