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Abstract 

 

This thesis explores the creation of a digital scholarly edition for William Gell's 19th-century 

travel diary documenting his travels to Iberia. The first chapter analyzes Gell's original material, 

project goals, and historical context. The second chapter covers essential features and 

requirements of digital scholarly editions reflecting on best practices for text encoding and 

implementing FAIR data principles. The final chapter discusses the practical realisation and 

workflow for developing the Gell edition, providing insights into methodological and 

technological challenges of the editorial decision-making process. This work aims to contribute 

valuable overservations to the digital humanities field, offering a comprehensive guide for 

creating a meaningful digital scholarly edition.  
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Introduction 

War, Travel, and Cultural Exchange: William Gell and the British in Iberia, 1750-1830 

is an ongoing significant research project initiated by the British School at Rome (BSR)1 and 

funded by the Leverhulme Trust2. The project traces its origins back to William Gell’s Digital 

Humanities Research Project3 initiated in 2017. The latter’s goal was to create a digital 

collection of William Gell’s scattered artifacts, providing a comprehensive repository for 

scholars, researchers, and enthusiasts. William Gell, born in 1777, was a renowned British 

topographer, antiquary, and traveler, whose works significantly contributed to the field of 

classical topography. His most notable work is Pompeiana: The Topography, Edifices, and 

Ornaments of Pompeii, published in two volumes between 1817 and 1832. The latter 

significantly influenced the Victorian understanding of Roman Pompeii and domestic Roman 

life and is considered the first English guidebook to Pompei (Sweet, 2015, 246-248). 

During the course of William Gell’s Digital Humanities Research Project, the focus was 

shifted towards an artifact that was relatively unknown outside the British School at Rome 

(BSR): William Gell’s travel diary, known as Notebook no.6, documenting his journey to 

Iberia. This unique journal, comprising 213 pages, offers a detailed account of Gell’s travels to 

Spain in 1808-1809 and Portugal in 1810. It also includes a section that reveals his interests and 

research methodologies for gaining a deeper understanding of medieval Iberia. The journal’s 

primary characteristic is its diverse content, which includes illustrations, sketches, pieces of 

newspapers, annotations, musical scores, and poems. Due to these features, it became the 

central subject of the project War, Travel, and Cultural Exchange: William Gell and the British 

in Iberia, 1750-18304. 

Recognizing the importance of the material in Notebook no. 6, instead of developing a 

digitized document, the BSR extended the collaboration to the Venice Centre for Digital and 

Public Humanities (VeDPH)5 to develop a digital scholarly edition (DSE). This decision has 

 
1 https://bsr.ac.uk/  
2 https://www.leverhulme.ac.uk/ 
3 https://ipervisions.digitalcollections.bsr.ac.uk/gell-northern-england-and-scotland/ 
4 https://ipervisions.digitalcollections.bsr.ac.uk/gell-6-spain-and-portugal/  
5 https://www.unive.it/vedph 

https://bsr.ac.uk/
https://www.leverhulme.ac.uk/
https://ipervisions.digitalcollections.bsr.ac.uk/gell-northern-england-and-scotland/
https://ipervisions.digitalcollections.bsr.ac.uk/gell-6-spain-and-portugal/
https://www.unive.it/vedph
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been made in order to provide a holistic representation of the diary that includes facsimiles, 

transcripts and a commentary freely accessible online for expert scholars and the interested 

public. 

For these reasons, the core of the DSE is currently under development, aiming to create 

a detailed, scholarly representation of the content with both marked up transcriptions and 

processed images. The goal for the digital edition is to provide a better visualization and 

accessibility to both the primary source and supplementary materials, creating a dynamic and 

interconnected resource for comprehensive comparative studies while preserving the integrity 

of the original. Considering the complexity and incorporation of various mediums and elements 

in Gell’s diary, the model chosen for the digital edition under development aligns closely with 

a digital documentary edition (DDE), a scholarly edition based on text encoding that 

emphasizes documenting the historical creation of the support material (Pierazzo, 2015, 30-32).  

Understanding the core components of digital scholarly editions (DSEs) is essential for 

creating robust and sustainable digital resources in humanities research. Key aspects include 

the Text Encoding Initiative (TEI)6 standard for encoding digital texts, the FAIR data7 principles 

emphasizing Findability, Accessibility, Interoperability, and Reusability, effective markup 

techniques for structuring textual content, and strategies for long-term preservation to ensure 

the integrity and accessibility of scholarly editions over time. Additionally, implementing data 

management practices, such as detailed documentation of data processing workflows and 

metadata descriptions, is crucial for maximizing information retrieval and ensuring compliance 

with licensing and accessibility requirements. Given these premises, the primary objective of 

this work is to offer both a theoretical understanding of the development of a digital scholarly 

edition and a practical viewpoint by outlining the steps involved in participating in such digital 

humanities projects.  

The first chapter of the thesis introduces the project and the significance of William 

Gell's travel diary to Iberia in the early 19th century, highlighting its value not only as a personal 

account but also as a window into the scholarly practices and interests of the time. The diary 

provides insights into Gell's approach to historical research, including his reading strategies, 

research methods, and interpretations. The chapter emphasizes the importance of creating a 

 
6 https://tei-c.org/ 
7 https://www.go-fair.org/fair-principles/  

https://tei-c.org/
https://www.go-fair.org/fair-principles/
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digital scholarly edition to provide a rich, searchable, and analyzable source that goes beyond 

the scope of traditional print or facsimile editions. Furthermore, it discusses the pragmatic 

considerations behind the DSE, such as the need to preserve the integrity of the original 

document while enhancing its accessibility and ensuring its long-term preservation. This 

provides fundamental knowledge about the subject, including the rationale behind the inclusion 

or exclusion of specific features of the diary, and helps clarify the goals of the edition. 

The second chapter provides the foundational elements of the DSEs, emphasizing the 

importance of preserving and enhancing scholarly content through structured data encoding, 

adherence to FAIR data principles, effective markup strategies, and robust long-term 

preservation practices. It discusses in depth the Text Encoding Initiative (TEI) standard and 

explains how it plays a central role in encoding digital texts, while the FAIR data principles 

guide the creation of accessible and interoperable digital resources. It further explores the 

evolving role of editors in the digital landscape, focusing on their responsibilities in creating 

and maintaining digital scholarly editions. It delves into the challenges and complexities faced 

by editors in balancing traditional scholarly practices with new digital methods, emphasizing 

the importance of encoding, data integrity, and the use of innovative tools. 

The concluding chapter of the thesis provides an in-depth exploration of the 

methodologies, software, and tools adopted in the creation of the digital scholarly edition. 

Starting with a discussion on the modeling of the edition, the chapter details the selection of 

specific elements and attributes, the reasoning behind these choices, and any associated 

limitations. It also introduces two fundamental concepts integral to the project. The first is the 

International Image Interoperability Framework (IIIF)8, a set of shared application 

programming interface (API) specifications for interoperable functionality in digital image 

repositories. This framework allows images to be shared across the web in a standardized way, 

ensuring broad compatibility between image repositories. The second concept discusses version 

control systems (VCS)9, essential tools in modern digital projects. These systems track changes 

to a project over time, allowing the team of developers or digital humanists to understand what 

changes were made, when, and by whom (Chacon and Straub, 2024, 10-13). This is particularly 

 
8 https://iiif.io/  
9 https://git-scm.com/book/en/v2/Getting-Started-About-Version-Control  

https://iiif.io/
https://git-scm.com/book/en/v2/Getting-Started-About-Version-Control
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important in a collaborative project such as the one related to William Gell’s Notebook no.6, 

where multiple contributors may be working on the same files.  

In addition to these, the chapter delves into the specifics of the digital encoding process, 

discussing how the physical diary was transformed into a digital format. This includes the 

transcription of the text, data management, and the encoding of annotations and other 

supplementary materials. The chapter will also discuss the challenges encountered during this 

process and how they were overcome. 
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Chapter 1: War, Travel, and Cultural Exchange: William Gell and 

the British in Iberia, 1750-1830: the digital scholarly edition 

project on William Gell's 19th century travel diary to Iberia 

 

1.1 Tracing the evolution of the project: origins, objectives, and 

dissemination.  

In the 19th century, William Gell went on two journeys through Iberia, leaving behind 

a travel diary rich with insights into landscapes, cultures, and historical nuances. This written 

account, currently archived at the British School at Rome, has become part of an important 

scholarly initiative: War, Travel, and Cultural Exchange: William Gell and the British in Iberia 

1750-1830. The project seeks to enhance the accessibility and scholarly utility of the journal by 

transforming it into a digital scholarly edition.  This chapter introduces the project and our 

analysis of the content of the journal, shedding light on the socio-historical context of 19th-

century Iberia through Gell's observations. 

1.1.1 The ‘re-discovery’ of the Notebook no. 6:  genesis and developments of 

the project 

The origins of the project can be traced back to William Gell's Digital Humanities 

Research Project10, an initiative introduced in 2017 by the British School at Rome (BSR)11, the 

largest of the UK’s British International Research Institutes (BIRI), based in Italy and dedicated 

to fostering studies in archaeology, history, and the culture of Italy, the Mediterranean and 

North Africa (Gelosia et al., 2018). The project was initiated by Valerie Scott, the former 

Librarian of the British School at Rome, with the support of Professor Stephen Milner, director 

 
10 https://ipervisions.digitalcollections.bsr.ac.uk/gell-northern-england-and-scotland/  
11 https://bsr.ac.uk/  

https://ipervisions.digitalcollections.bsr.ac.uk/gell-northern-england-and-scotland/
https://bsr.ac.uk/
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of the BSR until 2020, and started in collaboration with and the Getty Research Institute12, the 

art research center based in Los Angeles, California. The core goal of the project consisted in 

proposing the creation of a digital collection for the scattered artifacts belonging to William 

Gell, to offer a comprehensive repository accessible to scholars, researchers, and enthusiasts 

interested in exploring Gell’s legacy of notebooks, sketchbooks, and watercolors dispersed 

across locations such as Rome, Naples, Athens, Paris, London, Oxford, and Los Angeles 

(British School at Rome, n.d.). 

However, throughout the course of the initiative, the Notebook no. 6 documenting 

William Gell’s travels to Iberia in 1808 and 1810 particularly captivated the attention. The 

journal, represented not only one of the scarce records of William Gell’s visits to Iberia, but it 

also offered a very detailed account of these expeditions. Furthermore, given the geopolitical 

context of the early nineteenth century, where Portugal, Spain and the United Kingdom were 

embroiled in the Peninsular War (1807–1814)13 against Napoleon’s First French Empire, the 

travel diary represented a singular account of a civilian’s experience in a country amidst 

wartime.  Finally, the richness of its content, coupled with the fact that the knowledge of the 

notebook's existence was confined to the archives of the BSR, became the foundation for 

another 3-year research project: War, Travel, and Cultural Exchange: William Gell and the 

British in Iberia, 1750-1830, currently led by Rosemary Sweet, professor of Urban History at 

the Centre for Urban History in the University of Leicester, with the support of the Research 

Associate Dr. Richard Ansell, social and cultural historian focusing on travels to continental 

Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth, and funded by the Leverhulme Trust14, the UK-based 

charitable organization that provides funding and support for research and education (British 

School at Rome, 2020).  

 

 
12 https://www.getty.edu/research/  
13 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peninsular_War: The Peninsular War (1807–1814) was the military 

conflict fought in the Iberian Peninsula by Spain, Portugal, and the United Kingdom against the 

invading and occupying forces of the First French Empire during the Napoleonic Wars. In Spain, it is 

considered to overlap with the Spanish War of Independence. 
14 https://www.leverhulme.ac.uk/  

https://www.getty.edu/research/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peninsular_War
https://www.leverhulme.ac.uk/
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1.1.2 The geographical distribution of William Gell’s collection 

William Gell's papers, including unpublished manuscripts, sketchbooks, journals, and 

letters, were initially inherited by his lifelong friend, Richard Keppel Craven. After Craven, 

except for thirteen sketchbooks specifically allocated for the British Museum, Craven's 

secretary, Andrea Pasquini, inherited the collection in 1851. This transition led to the dispersion 

of Gell's collection in the years that followed. Over time, Gell’s works surfaced on the art 

market in the early 1900s, and more continue to emerge (Clay, 1970, 337 and Farge, 2020). 

Today, The Bristol University Library Special Collections holds William Gell’s account 

of his journey through Europe and Greece (Gell, 1801-2) 15, the British Museum preserves Gell's 

journal and sketches from his 1800 tour16 while Gell's Pompeii notebook, an important resource 

in his research for the 1832 revised edition of Pompeiana, is located in Los Angeles at The 

Getty Research Institute's Digital Collections17. The BSR Library preserves a collection of three 

maps, six notebooks and one bound manuscript18. Thomas Ashby, the director of the British 

School at Rome from 1906 to 1925, obtained these items from a book dealer in Naples. Ashby 

has also acquired the notebooks related to Gell’s tour in Greece in 1804-5 and decided to donate 

them to The British School at Athens19 while other notebooks related to Greece are currently 

held in the Bodleian Library20 . In 2004, the collection of the BSR expanded to include twenty-

four loose topographical drawings by William Gell, depicting sites in Lazio, acquired by BSR 

director Andrew Wallace-Hadrill (Farge, 2020). 

 
15 the University of Bristol Special Collections (UBSC) MS DM7 Travel Journals of Sir William Gell, 

1800-02. The catalog records are available at 

https://archives.bristol.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=DM7  
16British Museum William Gell sketchbook 13: 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/term/BIOG28641  
17 Digitized version available at: http://hdl.handle.net/10020/2002m16b425  
18 https://digitalcollections.bsr.ac.uk/gell-collection-highlights  
19 The notebooks are part of the digitized collection of the BSA: 

https://digital.bsa.ac.uk/results.php?keywords=william+gell   
20 Oxford, Bodleian Libraries, MSS. Eng. misc. d. 186, e. 152-154, f. 53; Drawings gen. d. 12. The 

catalog records are available at https://archives.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/repositories/2/resources/8776   

https://archives.bristol.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=DM7
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/term/BIOG28641
http://hdl.handle.net/10020/2002m16b425
https://digitalcollections.bsr.ac.uk/gell-collection-highlights
https://digital.bsa.ac.uk/results.php?keywords=william+gell
https://archives.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/repositories/2/resources/8776
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1.1.3 Current goals: the focus on the Iberian travel journal 

Currently, the project aims to digitize the complete BSR Collection of William Gell's 

resources and their contextual materials. The collection includes sketches and notes of 

landscapes and monuments in northern England and Scotland (Notebook no. 5), Roman 

topography and Gell’s excursions in Italy (Notebook no. 4) and the notebook detailing his trips 

to Iberia (Notebook no. 6)21. Additionally, the collection encompasses topographical drawings 

documenting Gell's visits around Lazio. These drawings, inaccessible for consultation, detail 

his journeys, include copied inscriptions, depict landscapes and monuments, and contain 

accompanying notes (Notebooks no. 1-3). The first research phase, funded by John Osborn, 

John Beale, and The John R. Murray Charitable Trust, has already concluded, specifically 

focusing on early Notebook no. 5. This research involved digitization, restoration, and 

publication, with funding provided by Dan O’Connor. All drawings from Notebook no. 5 have 

been cataloged, and the sketchbook itself is now accessible online22. The latter is provided with 

essential metadata and is presented using the Getty’s open-source platform, The Getty Scholars’ 

Workspace23.  

The ongoing process involves the Notebook no. 6. The journal spans 213 pages and is 

larger than all the other notebooks24 held by the institution. It provides a comprehensive account 

of William Gell's journey to Spain in 1808-1809 and Portugal in 1810 including sketches, 

topographical drawings, watercolors, parts of newspapers, poems, and musical scores with 

lyrics.  

Recognizing the importance of the material in Notebook no. 6, the decision was made 

to go beyond mere digitization. Instead, Rosemary Sweet and Richard Ansell, together with the 

BSR, notably Alessandra Giovenco, Beatrice Gelosia, Prof. Stephen J. Milner, Prof. Raphaële 

Mouren  and Valerie Scott extended the collaboration to The Venice Centre for Digital and 

Public Humanities (VeDPH), to develop a digital scholarly edition (DSE) for a more 

 
21 For more information about the BSR collection: 

https://ipervisions.digitalcollections.bsr.ac.uk/gell/#researchesseylsk   
22 https://digitalcollections.bsr.ac.uk/books/GELL-V/index.html#p=1  
23 For more information about the Getty Scholars’ Workspace and William Gell, visit Baca, M., & 

Clifford, M. (2018). Developing a Digital Collaborative Research Environment: the Getty Scholars’ 

Workspace&reg;. Uncommon Culture, 7(1/2), 17–25. Retrieved from 

https://journals.uic.edu/ojs/index.php/UC/article/view/9233  
24 Notebook no. 6 is 18 × 23 cm compared to the other journals (14 × 20 cm). 

https://ipervisions.digitalcollections.bsr.ac.uk/gell/#researchesseylsk
https://digitalcollections.bsr.ac.uk/books/GELL-V/index.html#p=1
https://journals.uic.edu/ojs/index.php/UC/article/view/9233
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comprehensive approach (Gelosia et al., 2018). Currently, the core of the DSE is under 

development, aiming to create a detailed, scholarly representation of the content with both 

marked up transcriptions and processed images. The intent is to use Omeka25 as the platform 

for eventual publication, enabling a thorough analysis and exploration of the historical and 

cultural context of William Gell's journey. 

1.2 William Gell's life and the historical context of 19th-century 

travel practices 

1.2.1 The life and travels of William Gell 

William Gell was a prominent British topographer, antiquary, and traveler. He was born 

in 1777 in Derbyshire as the youngest son of Philip Gell of Hopton. He inherited his strong 

interest for antiquarian pursuits and a passion for the exploration of unknown territories from 

his esteemed father. After concluding his studies in 1804 with a master’s degree at Emmanuel 

College in Cambridge he was elected a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries26, the oldest learned 

society in the United Kingdom dedicated to the study and preservation of antiquities. During 

his academic years he also formed important friendships with other classically minded 

antiquaries and travelers, including Edward Dodwell, Robert Walpole, E.D. Clarke, William 

Wilkins, Henry Raikes, and the Earl of Aberdeen. The latter founded the Athenian Society in 

1804 upon returning from his European and Greek tour, with Gell also becoming a member 

(Sweet, n.d.).  

Driven by a deep-seated passion for travel and exploration, Gell went on numerous 

expeditions throughout his lifetime, that are documented in his notebooks and letters. However, 

his legacy lies mostly in his relevant writings and publications. They include The Topography 

of Troy and its Vicinity illustrated and explained by drawings and descriptions etc. (1804), The 

Geography and Antiquities of Ithaca (1807), The Itinerary of the Morea, being a description of 

the Routes of that Peninsula (1817), The Topography of Rome and its Vicinity (1834), The 

Itinerary of Greece (1819), Narrative of a Journey in the Morea (1823), Le Mura di Roma 

 
25 https://omeka.org/  
26 https://www.sal.org.uk/ 

https://omeka.org/
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disegnate sa Sir W. Gell, illustrate con testo e note da A. Nibby (1820), Probestücke von 

Städtemauern des alten Griechenlands ... Aus dem Englischen übersetzt (1831)27, among 

others. Although all of his works covered a vast range of topics, including topography, 

geography, and antiquities of various regions in Greece, Italy, and Asia Minor, he is best known 

for his work on Pompeiana: The Topography, Edifices, and Ornaments of Pompeii (first 

volume in 1817-19, and the second in 1832) and the significant impact it had on Victorian 

understanding of Roman Pompeii and domestic Roman life. In fact, it could be defined as the 

first English guidebook to Pompeii which William Gell put together in collaboration with his 

co-author, John P. Gandy who provided a set of illustrations based on Gell’s descriptions 

(Sweet, 2015, 246-248, 255). 

His earliest surviving sketchbooks document his time in the Lake District in 1800, as 

well as his tour through the Highlands of Scotland, focused on Ossianic landscapes, Gothic 

ruins, and sites associated with Mary Queen of Scots. Travel diaries held by the British Museum 

and the Bristol University Library Special Collections on the other hand, document through 

detailed observations and sketches his first journey outside the country, that he undertook from 

1800 to 1802 with his Cambridge friend, Edward Dodwell, and another traveler named Atkins.  

Due to the ongoing war between Britain and France, the traditional European tour 

through France and Italy was not possible at the time and for this reason, William Gell decided 

to embark on an alternative route. In 1800 he traveled through Germany and Austria down to 

Trieste and Venice and then proceeded to Greece and the Eastern Mediterranean, finishing in 

Naples, from which he came back to England. This experience resulted in the publication of his 

work titled The Topography of Troy for which he gained lots of recognition (Sweet, n.d.). 

Already in 1803, he embarked on an Ionian mission in western Anatolia documented 

only via references he had with his mother, potentially related to government matters. The 

Bodleian Library and the British School at Athens safeguard notebooks that chronicle Gell's 

third tour from 1804 to 1805 of the eastern Mediterranean, specifically in Greece and Ionia 

where he tried to group a substantial collection of materials to use in future works such as  The 

Geography and Antiquities of Ithaca that he published soon after in 1807. The same year, he 

was also elected as a Member of the Society of Dilettanti28, where he connected with influential 

 
27 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Gell  
28 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Society_of_Dilettanti  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Gell
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Society_of_Dilettanti
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figures like Richard Payne Knight, the Earl of Aberdeen, and Sir Henry Englefield. This 

combination of literary achievement and influential connections prompted Gell to recognize 

that participating in antiquarian travel and writing, fulfilled not only his scholarly pursuits, but 

also offered the most promising financial opportunities for his career. In fact, his published 

works, often based on his travels, mostly contributed to his professional reputation and financial 

stability (Sweet, n.d.; Ansell, 2024, 2-3). 

Gell continued his travels alongside his friend, Keppel Craven, whom he met in early 

1808. By September 1808, seeking a warmer climate due to health issues, and seeing the 

potential benefits of spending winter in Spain due to some significant military and political 

developments that the region was experiencing, he decided to travel to Spain. Gell and Craven 

arrived in Galicia in September 1808 and moved from Corunna to Madrid, often following the 

British army's path, then continuing to Granada for three weeks, followed by a month in Málaga. 

They visited Gibraltar, moved on to Cádiz, and visited Tangier and Tétouan. After returning 

home, he published the results of his earlier travels in The Itinerary of Greece (1810). Due to 

the ongoing health issues, he moved again and spent the winter of 1810–11 in the Lisbon area, 

where Craven's connections to the British high command facilitated accommodation, social 

opportunities, and sightseeing trips. The notebook held by the British School of Rome, the 

primary material of our digital scholarly edition, chronicles this journey to Spain and the 

following journey to Portugal (Ansell, 2024, 3-4).  

Gell's most significant travels refer to those from 1811 to 1813 when he led a two-year 

expedition to Greece and Anatolia on behalf of the Dilettanti. This journey resulted in 

publications on the antiquities of Attica (1817) and Ionia (1821, 1840). Despite a brief return 

to Iberia with stops in Gibraltar and Lisbon, Gell's primary focus was the eastern 

Mediterranean.  Following the Ionia expedition, Gell sought court positions, particularly with 

Princess Caroline. In 1814, he accompanied her as vice chamberlain when she left Britain. 

However, her unpredictable behavior led to Gell's increasing frustration. In 1815, he officially 

left her service, justified by worsening health conditions, but continued managing her financial 

affairs with a pension. He then settled in Italy, alternating between Rome and Naples, where he 

enjoyed a healthier climate and pursued his antiquarian interests. In fact, this period led to 

notable works on Pompeii (1817–19, 1832) and Roman topography (1834) until he died in 1836 

and was buried at Naples (Sweet, n.d.). 
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1.2.2 The 19th century: an era of exploration and exoticism 

William Gell’s Notebook no. 6 is part of a historical period where the production of 

travelogs gained immense popularity. In the nineteenth century, a series of technological, 

economic, cultural and political changes, caused by the industrial revolution, played a crucial 

role in making traveling more accessible and efficient and resulting in a significant surge in 

travel. Improved roads and canals not only connected distant regions but also drastically 

reduced travel time. Moreover, increased trade and imperial invasions during this period also 

contributed to economic growth in some regions. The resulting prosperity translated into a rise 

in income for a larger segment of the population, enabling them to consider travel for leisure 

and, from around 1840, gave rise to the tourism industry (Thompson, 2019, 107-110). 

While economic prosperity played a role, the pervasive sense of restlessness that fueled 

people's inclination to travel was mainly shaped by the intellectual climate of the century. This 

inclination has been strongly influenced by cultural movements such as the acceptance of 

philosophical empiricism in late seventeenth-century Britain. As exemplified by John Locke's 

Essay Concerning Human Understanding, it asserted that the origin of all knowledge lies in 

experiential learning, that is, sensory experience. This perspective emphasized the importance 

of firsthand observation and direct experience as a fundamental obligation for individuals 

dedicated to the cultivation of intellect (Buzard, 2008, 37). This mindset also aligned with the 

Enlightenment, which additionally embraced the idea of progress, stating that society could be 

improved through reason and knowledge. It was characterized by a very optimistic view of 

human capacity for improvement and the potential to create a more enlightened society through 

the acquisition of knowledge.  

As a result, from the Restoration of the British monarchy in 1660 to Queen Victoria's 

accession in 1837 a new traveling practice known as the Grand Tour developed: a traditional 

journey primarily undertaken by young European aristocrats and wealthy individuals to major 

cultural and historical sites in Europe, with the purpose of providing a comprehensive education 

and cultural refinement to these individuals. The Grand Tour was not a leisurely trip but rather 

defined as an «ideological exercise» (Buzard, 2008, 38). It provided a cultural and artistic 
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education and has also strongly influenced English architectural and artistic styles, through 

travelers, like Thomas Howard, the 14th Earl of Arundel who enjoyed acquiring art and 

antiquities during his travel through Italy in 1613 with Inigo Jones, that enriched British 

collections. The tour also aimed to cultivate gentlemen by refining manners, transcending 

national boundaries, and fostering a trans-European class consciousness to prepare them for 

their future leadership roles back  in their homeland (Buzard, 2008, 37-42). Within this climate, 

literacy rates increased and the demand for knowledge about the wider world grew with travel 

writing becoming a popular and flexible genre, serving to both educate and entertain readers 

while contributing to national pride. Additionally, it served strategic purposes, such as 

documenting global markets, trade routes and cultures.  

The travel writing genre mirrored evolving perspectives on exploration, encounters with 

the unfamiliar, and the portrayal of self and others.  During the early modern period, travel 

literature often focused on these encounters especially in non-European regions. These 

narratives frequently represented other populations as exotic and mysterious, highlighting their 

differences from European norms and values. The notion of exotic was often associated with 

the idea of the other, referring to people and cultures perceived as fundamentally different from 

European society. This perception, in turn, was used to justify colonialism and imperialism. By 

placing cultures on a hierarchy of development, with Western values placed at the top, European 

colonizers were portrayed as altruistic, rational, and enlightened powers that sought to dominate 

and control non-European regions and people (Sherman, 2008, 26-30).  

However, as perspectives on travel and cultural diversity changed, so did the way 

exoticism was portrayed in travel writing. In fact, during the Romantic period and even earlier, 

as documented by William Gell’s notebook, a shift occurred towards a high appreciation of 

other cultures, with Spain emerging as a popular fascination. In the 1820s and 1830s, numerous 

reviews reflected a new general cultural enthusiasm and desire to explore the uniqueness of 

exotic cultures. In this context, Spain held an irresistible allure to writers and artists due to its 

various characteristics including unique architectures, artistic traditions and vibrant colors. Its 

rich historical influences, coming from Muslim culture, medieval architecture and Roman 

connections led to its romantization in literature as a land of passion, chivalry and mystery, 

fitting perfectly Romantic sensibilities of the time. Additionally, the country’s geographical 

diversity, characterized by both mountains and sun-drenched plains provided a picturesque 
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landscape that inspired many visitors. Such countries intrigued through various cultural 

channels, including poetry, literature, art, and music, gaining widespread popularity. While the 

genre of travel writing increasingly featured visual elements like prints, maps, and tables, or 

even purely visual records, such as illustration books, countries that were considered now 

mysterious and exotic became well-represented and idealized in various visual formats, from 

ballet and battlefield panoramas to illustrated books and paintings inspired by stories of those 

who were able to visit such places (Saglia, 2006, 123-126, 131). 

1.2.3 Journeying through Al-Andalus: the contents of William Gell's travel 

diary to Iberia 

The Notebook no.6, as already stated before, testimonies the two journeys that William 

Gell undertook to Spain in 1808-1809 and Portugal in 1810. The diary is characterized by a rich 

and diverse content, not only in terms of discussed subjects, that involve descriptions of 

landscapes, notes on historical and cultural curiosities or accounts of military actions and troop 

movements, but also in terms of the number of diverse mediums that are included in the diary, 

such as drawings, maps, sketches, watercolors, musical annotations and printed papers29 (Figure  

 
29 Examples of such pages are: BSR, WG[MS]-6, 004 with a printed map, 053 containing musical 

scores, 100 or 108 containing parts of newspapers, 59 or 126 containing watercolors. 

Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 1: WG[MS]-6, 058-059 folios dedicated to 
Toledo (Spain), include a full-page drawing made with ink and coffee by 
William Gell 

 

Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 1: WG[MS]-6, 058-059 folios dedicated to 
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Figure 1: BSR Library, William Gell Collection, WG[MS]-6, 058-059 

folios dedicated to Toledo (Spain), include a full-page drawing made 

with ink and coffee by William Gell 



15 

 In terms of content, the diary mostly sheds light on Gell’s fascination with Muslim 

Spain, defined by him as «Moorish» (Ansell, 2024, 1), an interest that has originated during his 

Iberian travels, rapidly after his arrival to the country.  

The late eighteenth century was characterized by many artistic and scholarly initiatives 

that aimed to blend the Muslim history in Spain’s national identity and cultural heritage. This 

movement resulted in a growing curiosity about whether aspects of western European culture 

could be traced back to Christian-Muslim interactions. William Gell’s recordkeeping reveals 

such strong intellectual curiosity, with a specific focus on Al-Andalus30 in the Spanish 

environment. His primary goal appears to be gaining deeper knowledge to independently 

identify remains from this historical period. As he travels, his confidence grows in recognizing 

supposedly Muslim traits, that he considers noticing both in the anatomy of Spanish people and 

the surrounding architecture. His dedication in understanding the cultural interaction in 

medieval Iberia is visible through his detailed examinations of monuments, such as the Plaza 

de Bib-Rambla31, and his focused attention on domestic architecture in Albaicín. He was 

specifically captivated by the Alhambra in Granada, dedicating seven pages of his notebook to 

this monumental complex. For three consecutive weeks, Gell visited the Alhambra daily, 

recording its decorative styles, features or size. His detailed notes included specifics like wall 

thickness and construction materials. He also managed to visually preserve the complex in his 

Sketchbook 12, currently held by the British Museum, consisting of 62 sheets in pen and ink 

with frequent watercolor representing various views of the Alhambra32. While it also includes 

drawings from other Spanish locations, the emphasis is on Gell's time in Granada, featuring 

copies of floor plans, elevations, paintings, capitals, and ornaments from the first volume of 

Antigüedades árabes de España (1787)33 (Ansell, 2024, 13-15, 17-18). 

Furthermore, Gell's travel diary goes beyond mere documentation of physical 

surroundings. It reveals the customs, traditions and beliefs of the communities he encountered 

on his way. He interacted with people from different social classes and backgrounds including 

 
30 That is, the Muslim-ruled area of the Iberian Peninsula. 
31 BSR, WG[MS]-6, 079, 081. 
32 The sketchbook 12 is available as part of the British Museum’s online collection (museum numbers 

1853,0307.655–1853,0307.719)  at 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/search?agent=Sir%20William%20Gell&place=Spain&vie

w=grid&sort=object_name__asc&page=1 . 
33 45 BSR, WG[MS]-6, 079–085, 095, 097, 114, 118–123, 162.  

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/search?agent=Sir%20William%20Gell&place=Spain&view=grid&sort=object_name__asc&page=1
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/search?agent=Sir%20William%20Gell&place=Spain&view=grid&sort=object_name__asc&page=1
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soldiers, officers, craftsmen, members of the aristocracy and the local population, and his diary 

includes detailed descriptions and sketches of the people he met and glimpses of conversations 

he had with them. Some of the notable figures he encountered include Lord Wellington34, the 

British commander who led the allied forces against Napoleon's army in the Peninsular War, 

Count Lemos35, a Portuguese nobleman who simply lent him a horse or General Beresford36 a 

British general who played a key role in the defense of Portugal against French invasion. A 

small section of the diary is also dedicated to the documentation of military actions as they 

represented a significant part of the political context of Gell’s travels. Within the diary, William 

Gell provides a first-hand account of the military actions, by including descriptions of troop 

movements or battles, as well as observations of the tactics and strategies used in the conflicts37.  

While capturing the local culture and customs during his travels, Gell demonstrated also 

a strong appreciation for lyric poetry, which he included in his notebook. Within the journal 

can be found various poems and songs, ranging from themes of love to those discussing theft, 

loss, and longing 38. This interest aligns with the antiquarian movement that sought to trace the 

origins of lyric poetry to the cultural exchanges between Arabic and Latin traditions in medieval 

Iberia, which was considered the birthplace of chivalric romance. Gell's inclination towards this 

genre may have been also influenced by the British taste for medieval Spanish balladry and the 

widespread fascination with exoticized Islamic interiors, fueled by the popularity of the Arabian 

Nights (Ansell, 2024, 14).  

 The writing style and focus of the travel journal embodies some characteristics typical 

of early nineteenth-century exploration accounts, blending scientific rigor with literary 

expression. While most journals showed no singular exploration style or ideology, a prevailing 

focus of these expeditions was the systematic collection of cartographical, natural, historical, 

and ethnographic data. These accounts focused on mapping regions and provided 

 
34 BSR, WG[MS]-6, 130, 134, 144, 156. 
35 BSR, WG[MS]-6, 156. 
36 BSR, WG[MS]-6, 130,134,156. 
37 BSR, WG[MS]-6, some examples can be found in folios 138 and 171 describing troops movements, 

142 noting French occupations in Vila Franca de Xira or 156 meeting Viscount Beresford, general in 

British army and marshal in Portuguese army. 
38 For example, WG[MS]-6, 152-154 mentions a "Ladraō" (thief) and expresses feelings of being 

robbed of love and life. The poem also references a song by Joachim.  
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comprehensive details about flora, fauna, and natural resources which can be also noticed in 

Gell’s accounts (Thompson, 2019, 114-115). 

In the case of the Notebook no. 6 however, the descriptions, due to being written on-

the-go, take on a direct and concise nature, often relying on visual elements such as sketches, 

drawings alternated to texts, and watercolors. Instead of lengthy written accounts, the focus 

relies on efficient methods that quickly capture the essence of archaeological sites. Relying on 

visual elements like sketches, illustrations and symbols, proved effective in conveying 

architectural details and landscapes through a visually immediate and expressive medium. 

Furthermore, the notebook likely served as a personal record of his travels and observations to 

help him organize disparate and unwieldy data, rather than a formal historical document. This 

could explain the brevity of the descriptions and the absence of extensive historical context, as 

there was no initial intention to create a comprehensive historical account but rather to annotate 

information that he found intriguing and useful for his research, catering to personal interests. 

The immediacy of his experiences is also evident in the presence of sentences initially written 

in pencil and, in most cases, later overlaid with ink (Figure 2).   

 

These dual markings provide tangible evidence of his real-time recording of impressions 

and observations. The use of pencil suggests an urgency to capture proper names, words, or 

thoughts as they unfolded. The subsequent layer of ink reveals his dedication to refining and 

solidifying his writings, transforming them into more permanent and legible entries. 

Another important characteristic of the diary is that William Gell actively returned to it 

by the early 1830s, transforming it into a dynamic working document with new materials. In 

Figure 2: BSR Library, William Gell Collection, WG[MS]-6-45 extract of the folio, 

showing some notes in pencil between the lines. 
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fact, the profound impact of his journey to Iberia, coupled with the Romantic 'discovery' of 

Muslim Spain, motivated him to reassess and reinterpret his impressions of the region and 

transform his Spanish accounts into an exploration of its Muslim history, that he intended to 

publish (Ansell, 2024, 22-23).  

 For this purpose, the final forty pages of the diary have been densely filled with 

historical notes on al-Andalus. These notes were sourced from a large range of texts in Spanish, 

French, German, and English spanning the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries. The diverse 

sources include explicitly referenced works such as Hernando del Pulgar's fifteenth-century 

writings, Miguel de Luna's Historia verdadera del rey Don Rodrigo (1592, 1600), Ginés Pérez 

de Hita's Guerras civiles de Granada (1595–1619), Luis del Mármol Carvajal's Historia de la 

rebelión y castigo de los moriscos del reino de Granada, Miguel Casiri, Huidobro’s book on 

Spanish archives, Silvestre de Sacy’s Chrestomathie arabe, Hammer’s history of the Ottoman 

Empire, José Antonio Conde's Historia de la dominación de los árabes en España (1820–1) 

and the Noticias de los arquitectos y arquitectura de España (1829). However, there are also 

implicit references, as noted by Richard Ansell, such as Gothic and Arab conquests of Hispania 

in Brewster’s Edinburgh Encyclopaedia and Washington Irving's Tales of the Alhambra 

(Ansell, 2024, 30-31).  

The original content, documenting William Gell's direct experiences in Spain and 

Portugal, coupled with the extensive notes added later in his life, immerses readers in the 

context of Iberia’s Muslim past. This interest is visible since the first glance at the diary which 

shows adapted front and back covers adorned with a Nasrid Shield and color portarits of the 

last Nasrid dynasty ruler, Muhammad XII. Among its diverse contents, documenting his 

journey through Spain from A Coruña to Cádiz and then Portugal, the notebook also features 

printed maps of Iberia, color sketches of Arab attire, and genealogies of Muslim rulers. While 

Gell’s work on Italy, Greece, and Anatolia is well-documented, this notebook distinguishes 

itself not only through its unique subject matter but also through its diverse array of materials, 

ranging from creative illustrations to very analytical annotations (Ansell, 2024, 16, 21-22). 
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1.3 Rationale of choosing a digital scholarly edition 

1.3.1 The relevance of William Gell's Notebook no. 6  

The importance of William Gell’s travel journal lies mostly in its complete obscurity 

until its recent discovery, primarily due to the fact that the author never officially published any 

works related to his travels to Iberia. However, this doesn't imply a lack of intention on his part, 

as later additions to the diary clearly indicate his desire to publish a work for a broader audience. 

William Gell initially intended to publish a book focused on the Alhambra, but he encountered 

challenges in finding a publisher mainly due to contemporary trends for novels and plays. 

Despite eventually securing a publisher in 1832, thanks to the Countess of Blessington, for a 

work more generally focused on the Arabs of Spain, Gell shifted his attention towards his 

history of Italy, and unfortunately, the work remained unrealized due to his declining health 

(Ansell, 2024, 21-27). 

Nevertheless, Notebook no. 6 stands as a valuable firsthand testimony of past events, 

cultures, and societies that offers details and perspectives that may not be available through 

other sources. In the realm of historical research, travel diaries in general offer a captivating 

and distinct perspective on past journeys and travels. Unlike more traditional sources such as 

official documents or correspondence, they provide unique accounts of individuals' experiences 

as they traversed unfamiliar lands, offering a distinctly human perspective on such events39. The 

journal also sheds light on the British fascination with Iberia. His personal accounts contribute 

to a deeper understanding of the motivations and experiences of British travelers during this 

period. Importantly, it challenges the common belief that interest in the Alhambra and al-

Andalus was only discovered by Romantic travelers, writers, and artists in the 1820s and 1830s. 

Contrary to the notion that Iberia was overlooked due to discomfort, inaccessibility, or political 

reasons, recent discoveries, including Gell’s journal, challenge this assumption, noticing an 

upsurge in British travel to Spain and Portugal during the Grand Tour, traditionally dominated 

by destinations like France, Italy, and Greece. This change aligns with a broader trend that 

emerged after the conclusion of the Seven Years War in 1763 and persisted until the Peninsular 

 
39 For instance, the diary testimonies simple pleasures of daily life, such as William Gell’s joy in 

having a delightful breakfast at the sunrise (BSR, WG[MS]-6, 142), as well as more personal glimpses 

into Gell’s personality through some humorous doodles, offering a more light-hearted perspective on 

his character (BSR, WG[MS]-6, 148). 
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War. Particularly, since the 1770s, marked by both peace and a growing interest with 

comprehending the decline of the Spanish empire and the reforms led by Carlos III, continental 

Europe, including Iberia, became a focal point for British travelers (Ansell, 2024, 5-6). The 

Peninsular War, spanning from 1808 to 1814, further intensified British fascination. Rosemary 

Sweet has in fact already documented a surge in civilian visits during this period, especially 

during the war. Troops serving in Wellington's army not only generated accounts but also 

facilitated civilian travel by providing logistical support and networking opportunities (British 

School at Rome, 2020). Even soldiers frequently framed their experiences as a journey, 

documenting their departure from home and arrival to the foreign country. In some cases they 

were also infused with sentimental and romantic qualities, vividly describing emotional 

responses to environments and people. However, they mainly reflected their roles as agents, 

witnesses and survivors, setting them apart from civil society (Daly, 2013, 8-10). This 

distinction is another reason for which William Gell’s account gained high relevance as a 

civilian documentation of the events of a country at war. 

Additionally, the journal represents an important testimony for cultural and social 

exploration, as well as a comprehensive illustration of early nineteenth-century scholarly 

practices, giving insights into William Gell's approach to historical research and shedding light 

on the questions he posed, his reading strategies, research methods, and the interpretations he 

formulated, while showing the rich array of sources available to scholars of the time for 

understanding medieval Iberia.  His active methods encompassed reading, drawing, tracing, 

and even language learning, as evidenced by the presence of Arabic inscriptions and records of 

Latin, Greek, and Spanish40. 

In summary, the diary not only sheds light on William Gell's life, revealing his interests, 

research methods, and personality but also serves as a valuable source for understanding British 

travelers' practices in Iberia, accounts about their interests of the local population and indeed a 

potential source for historians of Spanish and Portuguese society and culture, with William Gell 

gathering data through his first-hand experience.  

 
40 Examples can be found in BSR, WG[MS]-6, 117, 132-133, 141, 148, 151, 166-167, 182-188.   
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1.3.2 Pragmatic considerations behind the digital scholarly edition 

Like any edition, it was necessary to evaluate the specific requirements of our primary 

material that led us to consider a digital scholarly edition as the most suitable and effective 

editorial framework.  The main factors that we have considered are the goals of this project, 

which firstly revolve around providing contextualized and easily accessible material for in-

depth research while making William Gell's contributions more widely available to a diverse 

audience. As the edition is designed to cater to both academics interested in the history of travel 

or other related topics, and a broader public audience, a crucial aspect of achieving this goal 

involved planning connections with additional materials that would enhance the contextual 

understanding of the diary and facilitate a more comprehensive exploration of Gell's journey 

and its historical significance.  

For this reason, firstly, it’s valuable to consider this digital scholarly edition as a 

surrogate crafted for accessibility and research facilitation. While providing a better 

visualization of the features compared to traditional diplomatic editions, it serves as a 

compromise, on one hand preserving the integrity of the original while preventing the physical 

object, that is the travel journal, from remaining isolated from the public in the BSR library 

(Driscoll et al., 5-6, 19). Unlike traditional printed editions, we considered that a digital 

platform would offer convenient access to both the primary source and supplementary 

materials. Moreover, by providing new functions and features it will create a dynamic and 

interconnected resource that serves perfectly for comprehensive comparative studies purposes 

and supports the comprehension and «deciphering of linguistic and bibliographic codes inherent 

to the manuscript» (Pierazzo, 2014, 2-3).   

The decision to create a digital scholarly edition went also beyond the possibility of 

providing only annotated digital images. While these images, enriched with metadata, are a 

crucial first step, the true transformative potential is realized by converting the entire textual 

content into digital format. This conversion not only enables the encoding of critical annotations 

and supplementary materials directly within the text but also unlocks advanced possibilities that 

go beyond the facsimiles. In fact, providing a rich, searchable, and analyzable digital text, also 

allows the integration of Natural Language Processing (NLP) tools and techniques, enabling 

advanced analyses such as full-text search, concordance, lemmatization, morphological and 

syntactic analysis, text mining, machine translation, and more. These analyses provide deeper 
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insights into the content, language usage, and context of historical documents by applying 

computational methods and algorithms (Piotrowski, 2012, 6-7, 25). 

Secondly, there was a necessity to address the peculiarities of the diary, given its 

complexity and incorporation of various mediums and elements such as rewritings, additions, 

deletions, or transpositions, which are typically absent in traditional printed works. The model 

we chose aligns closely with a digital documentary edition (DDE), a scholarly edition based on 

text encoding that emphasizes documenting the historical creation of the support material. This 

decision was made considering the criteria outlined by Pierazzo (2015, 30-32), for which this 

model would represent the only scholarly justifiable choice. These criteria state the importance 

of developing DDEs in cases where text's content and reception are significantly influenced by 

features of supporting documents, such as graphically presented works or draft manuscripts that 

include alternative readings and corrections. William Gell’s journal represents such case, as it 

not only serves as a detailed record documenting his travel experiences, but it also showcases 

the academic research process for his intended text production, a purpose for which the 

notebook has been entirely restructured to accommodate research practices. A DDE not only 

provides a textual transcription but also reproduces the peculiarities and features present in the 

document, representing the support material of the text. The structure of a DDE closely 

resembles that of a diplomatic edition, but it is specifically designed for publication in a digital 

format. Traditional diplomatic and ultra-diplomatic editions also aim to mimic the layout of the 

manuscript page, but they are not as efficient in representing the dynamic nature of the writing 

process. Presenting the diary in printed form would also prove to be a challenge due to the 

strong relationship between the text and the supporting documents that significantly influence 

its  content and reception, creating a substantial contextual gap if detached. 

Finally, we have considered the nature of the primary source. Our consideration aimed 

at preserving the document’s integrity while enhancing its accessibility. Through the process 

of digitization, the original document undergoes a transformation into a digital surrogate that 

offers secure replication and storage across multiple locations, acting as a safeguard against 

potential losses due to unforeseen events. These risks, which could irreparably erase a unique 

artifact of historical significance, are effectively avoided by the development of a digital version 

that ensures the continuity of access for future generations. While physical documents 

inevitably deteriorate over time, digital formats offer the advantage of adaptability: they can be 



23 

updated to align with new technologies, ensuring continued access to the document. However, 

it’s essential to recognize that digital editions also demand careful management to prevent 

obsolescence. Despite this, they can still represent a secure means to enhance material 

accessibility while preserving the physical integrity of the original content. Additionally, 

directly handling a physical artifact, especially if it's fragile as in our case, can gradually damage 

its structure over time. Going digital avoids this risk by eliminating the need for physical 

interaction (Piotrowski, 2012, 5). 

In embracing a digital scholarly edition, we navigate the intersection of preservation, 

accessibility, and transformative potential, ensuring that William Gell's Iberian travel diary 

becomes a dynamic resource for both current and future explorations. 
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Chapter 2: Foundations of Digital Scholarly Editions: Key 

Considerations for Development 

When identifying scientific editions, we refer to well-documented, accurate, and reliable 

critical representations of historical documents that are created using scholarly knowledge and 

critical engagement (Modern Language Association, 2022). By mentioning documents, we are 

here referring to those materials that are the subjects of an edition, while the term historic, 

pertains to those documents that require an editor's intervention to be fully understood. Finally, 

by representations we refer to the process of transcribing a document or any abstract work into 

the same or different type of media, such as a printed transcription, with the intent of 

reconstructing and transmitting it (Sahle, 2016, 23-26). 

Patrick Sahle, when providing the definition of a digital scholarly edition (DSE)41, adds 

to the previous one the condition of being: «guided by a digital paradigm in their theory, method 

and practice» (Sahle, 2016, 23). This apparently small addition efficiently affirms how DSEs 

transcend mere digitization, which involves simply transferring analog materials, such as 

printed books, into digital formats like PDFs. Instead, it represents a completely new space that 

goes beyond the medium and strongly affects the way in which texts are produced and 

presented. This perspective is further reaffirmed by Julianne Nyhan stating that DSEs should 

«demonstrate or enable research that cannot be done otherwise, for example, by allowing old 

questions to be explored in new ways or allowing new questions to be asked» or «allow to 

interact with other digital texts and digital ecosystems such as research infrastructures» (Nyhan, 

2012, 3) and by Desmond Schmidt stating that they should «facilitate the kinds of queries 

scholars wish to make about texts» (Schmidt, 2018,  2) . Nyhan also addresses the importance 

of ensuring their long-term preservation and compatibility with other digital ecosystems to 

represent valuable resources. This selection of definitions represents only an attempt to quickly 

draw attention to the main requirements of a digital scholarly edition, however, it is crucial to 

acknowledge that creating an all-encompassing definition is challenging due to the ongoing 

rapid development of new technologies that makes it difficult to delineate the full range of 

capabilities of digital scholarly editions. Nevertheless, while not exhaustive, these definitions 

 
41 Although this chapter will primarily focus on digital scholarly texts referred to as digital scholarly 

editions or DSEs, it's important to note that these are essentially synonymous with scholarly digital 

editions (SDEs). 
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do offer a comprehensive understanding of the current state of knowledge and characteristics 

of such editions. 

In this context, it becomes evident that DSEs must adhere to a predefined set of scientific 

standards to sustain their accuracy and reliability while the constantly evolving landscape, 

within which these editions are conceived, may potentially distract from their foundational 

elements. Therefore, the primary goal of this chapter is to provide a thorough exploration of the 

various aspects that encompass digital scholarly editions, aligning with the previously stated 

definition. In this sense, after a brief introduction to the concept of the paradigm shift to present 

the conditions of the new digital ecosystem, the chapter will address the core elements that 

characterize a DSE: the critical involvement and the new role of the editor, the importance of 

being user-driven and capable of providing distinctive ways to showcase research and the 

importance of having a long-term preservation plan. Finally, the final section of the chapter will 

be dedicated to the main standard considered during the encoding process: the Text Encoding 

Initiative (TEI). These explanations are designed to offer a comprehensive understanding of the 

essential components that individuals need to consider when undertaking the development of 

such editions and that were considered when developing the digital scholarly edition of William 

Gell’s Travel Diary. 

2.1 - The digital paradigm: shaping the landscape of DSEs 

To gain a deeper insight into the new features, structure, and the praxis of preparation 

of digital scholarly editions, it is necessary to understand the concept of the digital paradigm.  

The term paradigm was first coined in science by Thomas Kuhn in 1962, and it pertains to a 

collection of ideas and methodologies collectively embraced by a community of researchers 

and scholars (Bird, 2018). Today, technological advances are causing paradigm shifts in 

multiple disciplines and challenge traditional theoretical approaches in research, consequently 

emphasizing data-driven science.  

Big data and data analytics are in fact reshaping how research is conducted, allowing 

for the generation and analysis of vast and different datasets instead of working with limited 

resources due to constraints like scope, time, and size. In the humanities and social sciences, 

the impact of Big Data is even more complex and subject of ongoing debate considering that 
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data-driven methods involve quantitative analysis that might not be suitable for these 

disciplines that often deal with qualitative, complex, and philosophical aspects of human 

behavior and society, which are not easily quantifiable. Additionally, there are concerns about 

data quality and potential biases. The data collected may not be representative of the object of 

research or may not be aware of existing societal biases, which can impact the validity of the 

results (Kitchin, 2014, 1,10). In this sense, we refer to the digital paradigm as the inevitable 

changes in how information is created, shared, accessed, and understood following the 

widespread adoption and integration of digital technologies and, in our case, how it has 

influenced research in textual analysis.  

2.1.1 – The evolution of the digital paradigm in textual scholarship 

The paradigm shift from traditional print-based to digital one has been a gradual and 

progressive process that started in the 1950s, marked by four significant stages. 

 The first phase, named Phase of experimentation, extended into the 1970s and started 

the era of digital transformation in scholarly practices by performing first experiments using 

new technologies. Initially, the focus seemed to revolve mainly around attempts to automate 

tasks that appeared more mechanizable, such as recensio, the critical examination of the 

transmission of a text,  and collatio, consisting of aligning sequences of readings from different 

manuscript witnesses to identify variations and differences in the text. However, the outcomes 

contradicted these assumptions, highlighting the necessity for a qualitative interpretation by 

specialized scholars in performing these tasks. Alongside these efforts, tools for textual 

comparison were also developed with the aim of automating stemmatological procedures, 

resulting in satisfactory results. In the 1970s, the first projects in computational linguistics also 

began to emerge, namely methods for statistical text analysis and concordances, which provided 

promising results, but still very distant from current practices in computational linguistics. 

 The second phase, which characterizes the late 1970s to the 1980s, has been described 

as the Phase of Consolidation and defined by a significant adoption of personal computers and 

the Internet (Mancinelli and Pierazzo, 2020, 33-38). In this phase scholars introduced the 

concept of Dynamic Texts, exemplifying a model of electronic editions where the text was 

treated similarly to relational databases, with the primary goal of automatizing reading-related 

tasks, enhancing the efficiency of academic reading (Siemens et al., 2012, 446-447). This 
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approach was complemented also by the use of software tools, such as Collate  developed to 

facilitade semi-automated collation or TUSTEP42, designed for scholarly processing of textual 

data, including  data collection, information retrieval and rule-based text manipulation, among 

others.Within this innovative environment, the role of computers evolved beyond their 

traditional function as tools for producing print editions, and digital libraries became very 

popular. The surge in digital archive production has also raised new questions about how to 

find a shared language across different text encodings. The issue has been partially resolved 

through the establishment of the Text Encoding Initiative (TEI), an enduring encoding standard 

initially rooted in SGML, designed to handle different types of electronic texts in the humanities 

(Roelli, 2020, 295; Mancinelli and Pierazzo, 2020, 36-37).   

In the early 1990s, a significant transformation occurred, with the emergence of the 

World Wide Web in 1992. This period witnessed the publication of the first electronic edition 

in CD-ROM by Peter Robinson, presenting The Wife of Bath’s Prologue by Geoffrey Chaucer 

in 199643.  Consequently, UNICODE44 gained recognition as a widely accepted standard for 

character encoding, while the TEI transitioned from SGML to XML. These developments, 

along with the growing prominence of the hypertext, caused the shift of digital scholarly 

editions to the digital realm to grasp all the advantages of associative linking and the flexibility 

provided by electronic storage (Mancinelli and Pierazzo, 2020, 38-39). The web space has in 

fact brought to the forefront the dynamic and flexible nature of texts where the new goal of 

these Hypertextual Editions was to offer readers an enriched interactive experience by 

integrating scholarly apparatus and external resources with the aim of replicating the navigation 

of materials typically found in print-based editions but with improved accessibility (Siemens et 

al., 2012, 447-448). If the 1980s and 1990s revolved around monographic editions and the 

experimentation of editions driven by methodological and theoretical confusion, the first 

decade of the 2000s focused on collecting as much material as possible and gaining a better 

understanding of the new possibilities offered by the digital realm, leading to a progressive 

separation between the source and the output. 

 
42 https://www.tusteuni-tuebingen.de/tustep_eng.html . 
43 More on the Canterbury Tales Project: 

Bordalejo, B., (2021) “Canterbury Tales Project Special Issue: Introduction”, Digital Medievalist. 

14(2). doi: https://doi.org/10.16995/dm.8072 . 
44 https://home.unicode.org/ . 

https://www.tustep.uni-tuebingen.de/tustep_eng.html
https://doi.org/10.16995/dm.8072
https://home.unicode.org/
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The current phase, which includes today’s situation is represented by the emergence of 

the Semantic Web and marked by a strong emphasis on standardization, interoperability, and 

interactivity of data. In contrast to the previous phases, the main aim of the current web 

extension is to revolutionize the way in which interaction with data is being performed by 

making the latter more machine-understandable using ontologies, which are formal descriptions 

of concepts and their relationships that provide more expressive and powerful data models that 

can improve search and discovery (Mancinelli and Pierazzo, 2020, 42-45). In this context, DSEs 

are not limited to simply summarizing the earlier edition types but attempt to evolve into robust 

data and metadata structures that can allow the use of semantic Web technologies, such as RDF 

(Resource Description Framework) Query Language, Linked Data, SPARQL Protocol or 

software APIs to form new connections with various web resources. 

2.1.2 – The key characteristics of the Digital Paradigm 

For many years the impact of the new paradigm has been underestimated, however more 

and more researchers are highlighting the strong influence it had on the field of textual analysis 

underscoring the importance of addressing its influence and changes.  

The most straightforward change affects the way in which information is being 

organized and navigated. In the traditional print paradigm, texts are primarily available in 

physical formats such as books, manuscripts, or documents, and are read in a linear fashion 

from beginning to end. In the digital landscape, particularly within the web environment, text 

is free from the constraints of physical space and this transition results into a new organizational 

approach, where information is structured based on abstract and self-contained models, called 

data, accompanied by descriptions of these objects, called metadata (Cummings, 2019, 183). 

These modularized structures transcend specific media and represent the backbone of DSEs. 

Consequently, the process of creating such editions places a strong emphasis on data-

orientation, considering that one of the primary reasons for digitally encoding data, to begin 

with, is the intention to perform complex and rapid operations on it. This entails prioritizing the 

development of a robust encoding that can accommodate rich, structured data, metadata, and 

their interrelationships within the edition. The result is information that is highly adaptable, 

facilitating efficient reshaping, transformation, and even queries, enhancing searchability, 

linking, and data retrieval. In fact, some DSEs also involve datasets not even intended for public 
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consumption but only for research purposes, promoting transparent and reproducible research 

methods (Cummings, 2019, 182, 184-185). It is important to address the fact that this entails 

also new types of materials on which research is being performed and extends beyond 

traditional text-based research data and publications. In fact, the scale of data-rich environments 

forces research to rely on computational agents and consequently requires developing new 

skills, such as collecting data, storing it digitally and using new methods for analyzing it or 

reusing from other studies to complement traditional research.  An additional challenge is posed 

by the diversity of data repositories, that make the data ecosystem less centralized and more 

varied (Scheffler et al., 2022, 635-637).  

In contrast to a traditional printed scholarly edition, the information provided by a digital 

one, is only indirectly accessible to humans and always requires advanced decoding and 

processing to be presented in a legible form (Oltmanns et al., 2019, 2). Representing an edition 

by data as opposed to medialization, that is, representing information, documents, and texts 

without specifying a publication format, reflects another crucial characteristic of DSEs known 

as transmedialization45.  When creating a digital scholarly edition, all the information about a 

text, including its content, structure, and formatting, is grouped within a single information 

resource. This practice, often referred to as the single source principle, makes these resources 

highly rich in content as well as adaptable and flexible, allowing them to assume different forms 

and presentations across various media. In fact, although DSEs often have different versions or 

revisions of the content, the core essence always lies in the editorial structures embedded within 

the data. This paradigm shift leads towards a new pluralistic notion of text that acknowledges 

that the initial presentation represents just one perspective on the data and that different 

scenarios may necessitate various presentations, ranging from plain text to interactive versions 

enriched with supplementary content like charts, graphs, or maps (Sahle, 2016, 31-33).  

Moreover, these editions always remain dynamic and subject to change to avoid obsolescence 

due to the ever-evolving nature of technology (Cummings, 2019, 181, 183-184). 

The digital paradigm has also challenged the traditional concept of a single authoritative 

version of a work, subject to extensive pre-publication quality checks and occasionally resulting 

in a second edition for major revisions. On the web instead, increased internet access has 

 
45 Cf. https://v3.digitale-edition.de/vlet-about.html  or 

https://lexiconse.uantwerpen.be/lexicon/transmedialization.html . 

https://v3.digitale-edition.de/vlet-about.html
https://lexiconse.uantwerpen.be/lexicon/transmedialization.html
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facilitated the availability of academic materials online, allowing real-time online debates and 

making traditional post-publication reviews no longer necessary (Pierazzo, 2015, 131-133). As 

a result, many digital scholarly editions currently follow a rolling publication approach. These 

editions remain open-ended and continuously updated, reflecting the evolving nature of 

scholarly knowledge. This method aims to represent only the current state of editorial 

knowledge rather than providing a definitive one, documenting instead the evolving ways in 

which we engage with written content over time (Cummings, 2019, 183-184).  

In this context, social media platforms have become the place in which communities of 

practice are forming, where groups of scholars unite around common interests to collaborate, 

develop shared resources and collectively address common challenges. Additionally, the 

influence of social media has led to a growing trend in humanities knowledge-building 

communities to include not only academics but also interested members of the general public, 

often referred to as citizen scholars. These individuals actively engage as readers, contributing 

to a collaborative and co-creative knowledge-building process, resulting in so-called social 

editions. Within these online environments, the interpretation and interrelation of texts are 

shaped by a community of users who employ social technologies to collectively build 

knowledge. In this sense, the role of social media has also challenged the established notion of 

personal and institutional authority by causing a shift in scholarly practices, moving away from 

traditional hierarchical structures towards more interconnected and collaborative research 

practices. These developments have also introduced new challenges and debates regarding the 

definition of a scholar's role in such contexts and the need for appropriate controls and 

regulations (Siemens et al., 2012, 449-453).  

It becomes now clear that the digital paradigm has not only reshaped the structure of 

digital editions but has fundamentally influenced the entire knowledge-making process, 

redefined expectations and presented both new opportunities and challenges for scholars and 

researchers alike. 

2.2 -  Editorial engagement and the critical role of digital editors 

Critical involvement represents the core value of any scholarly edition and consists of a 

textual work that is the result of an editor's intervention on a historical document with the 
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purpose of making it more readable and understandable for a greater audience. The goal of an 

editor is to convey their editorial understanding of both the document, intended as the specific 

physical representation of a text, and the entire work, meaning the abstract concept of the latter. 

This process is defined as editorial work because it consists of a subjective mental construct, 

that is an editor’s interpretation. In traditional scholarly editions the latter represents the result 

of two main actions: the scholarly research, consisting of the critical intervention performed by 

the editor, and the publication procedure, performed by the publishers (Cummings, 2019,  179-

180).  

2.2.1 – A comparison of roles:  traditional editor and the new digital editor 

A scholarly edition can be considered well made when it represents a useful tool for 

scholarship and criticism by providing comprehensive research that reunites in one source 

various aspects and discussions related to a text and its transmission, such as variants that can 

support conclusions about some original form of the text. These additional materials placed 

around the main text in printed scholarly editions, consist of three main elements: the apparatus, 

the annotations and the commentary and each of them have very specific purposes. The 

apparatus, essential for scientific and scholarly texts, by listing the resources used by the editor 

for reconstructing the author’s text, aims at preserving and documenting the reconstruction 

process of the original. It provides essential justification for the established text and helps 

understanding its composition technique (Fischer, 2020, 413). On the other hand, annotations 

and commentary provide detailed statements outlining the text’s history, how it’s been 

represented, the reasoning behind the editorial choices, the description of the source material’s 

layout and appearance and any other contextual information useful for the understanding. Here 

the editor acts as a mediator between the audience and the text and aims at conveying the text’s 

meaning to readers (Gabler, 2019). Once this procedure is done, publishers intervene to shape 

the produced text for reading, taking into consideration readers’ necessities and making sure 

that the work will find purchasers.  

Within the field of digital scholarly editions these roles become more blurred as scholars 

undertake not only the responsibilities of publishers but also those of end-users. It is not 

uncommon for the creators of these editions to also function as information seekers while using 

existing data to construct or annotate new content (Holstein and Störl, 2020, 274). This fusion 
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of roles comes from the presence of scholarly meaning in both the encoded text and its method 

of presentation, making the encoding, the final presentation, and the final file publication, part 

of the same conceptual challenge. With markup and encoding demanding editorial decisions 

about the presentation of encoded text, editors adopt roles historically attributed to publishers 

such as copy-editing, formatting, typesetting, or printing. Furthermore, with the rise of the 

internet and web-based publication, facilitated by user-friendly website design tools such as 

HTML and CSS, scholars have begun to question the necessity of publishers as cultural 

intermediaries, aligning with the belief that editors are proficient in managing the entire process, 

from transcribing manuscripts to final web publication (Pierazzo, 2015, 128-129). This 

redefined role empowers scholars with greater flexibility, autonomy, and independence in the 

editing process, without external pressures and considerations of conventions of the publishing 

system. In this way, they are allowed to freely establish criteria and models based on more 

scholarly concerns than on other pragmatic parameters.   

 

The inclination toward embracing the role of editor-publisher is also founded on the 

aspiration of many scholars to exploit current technological advances to align with open access 

principles. The latter consists in a movement in academic publishing that promotes free, 

immediate, and unrestricted availability of scholarly articles, research papers and other 

educational resources online with the main goal of reaching a more equitable distribution of 

knowledge. Following open access principles brings many opportunities including professional 

online presence, increased impact of research, facilitated knowledge exchange and 

communication among different projects or fields and increased community engagement 

(Lenahan et al., 2023) .  

However, with greater power comes also greater responsibility. Digital scholarly 

editions are still expected to uphold the same level of rigor as their traditional print counterparts, 

including critical annotation, structural, linguistic, and semantic markup, metadata, and 

documentation, with the primary goal of offering a deeper comprehension of original texts, 

additionally including the new features provided by the digital domain to enhance scholarly 

exploration (Cummings, 2019, 179-180).  

Consequently, the editor's role extends to delivering a more comprehensive examination 

of texts and their meanings. This entails creating contextual insights by establishing connections 
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across various fields of knowledge, enabling a profound understanding of textual significance, 

implications, and underlying layers of meaning (Robinson, 2016, 27-28). When dealing with 

such extensive materials, the editor is also expected to provide guidance in identifying the 

underlying structures or patterns within a text or corpus of works. Finally, the result of the 

editorial work should be made available as a dataset, forming the groundwork for further 

experiments that are crucial for advancing humanities research technology (Cummings, 2019, 

184-185). If the editor fails to provide complete or accurate annotations, or makes them difficult 

to retrieve, it can prevent information seekers in reaching their goal of locating and using the 

content. Consequently, contemporary scholars are expected to be proficient not only in the 

creation of these editions but also in their dissemination and presentation online. 

2.2.2- The challenges of a digital editor 

With the development of this new role of an editor-publisher, scholars are expected to 

learn and adopt new practices that they may not be familiar with. For example, just like any 

other edition, DSEs can’t meet every user’s expectation which forces scholars not only to 

identify their target audience but to engage with it during the project's development (Holstein 

and Störl, 2020, 274-275). Balancing traditional scholarly practices with the new digital 

methods represented one of the most challenging tasks because of the editors' deep-rooted 

connection with traditional publishing conventions.  

One of the first differences can be found in the emphasis put by experts in the field like 

Peter Robinson on the importance of adapting open access principles (Robinson, 2015, 15-17).  

Using specialized interfaces and strict copyright rules in fact reduces the potential given by the 

World Wide Web to enhance the accessibility and interoperability of scholarly materials. While 

there are valid concerns about the long-term sustainability of entirely free digital scholarly 

editions, it remains essential that these publications embrace open licenses, such as the Creative 

Commons Attribution, and encourage broader data reuse as well as creative, and innovative 

uses that extend beyond the creators' original intentions (Cummings, 2019, 183). 

Another notable challenge arises from the abundance of available features, often 

resulting in the prioritization of less crucial elements at the expense of essential usability 

features. Throughout history and even in the present day, many publications tend to emphasize 

the presentation, dissemination, and usage of data rather than the efficient preparation and input 
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into the system, neglecting a crucial component of any scholarly edition: the critical 

intervention, which in the digital field consists in the encoding, as opposed to the visual 

appearance of the text. Complex interfaces that concentrate on the transcription of individual 

pages instead of preserving the author’s chapter divisions effectively burden the readers, who 

are compelled to seek these divisions independently. This contradicts the very premise stated 

by Schmidt at the beginning of this chapter, that digital editions should facilitate queries that 

scholars have about texts.  

However, this doesn't diminish the importance of building a clear interface and selecting 

suitable tools. This in fact also represents a challenging task due to the demand for technical 

expertise, the need to contend with platform limitations, or the risk of becoming obsolete and 

incongruent with contemporary systems, necessitating ongoing updates (Holstein and Störl, 

2020, 274-275).   

Nonetheless, given the extensive specialized knowledge required to effectively 

approach such projects, the editor doesn’t work alone. In fact, most contemporary digital 

scholarly editions result from interdisciplinary collaborations. While traditional scholarly 

editions were also products of collaborations, as editors didn’t have to print, distribute and 

promote their own editions, the involvement of publishers was considered a more distinct and 

separate phase. Generally, a single scholar oversaw all aspects of the editing process until the 

edition was nearly complete, at which point it was handed over to the publisher (Pierazzo, 2015, 

122-125). With digital scholarship, the nature of the collaboration between editors and digital 

humanities experts, computer engineers, and developers has become more profound, 

encompassing a wider range of tasks and expertise in ways that are not familiar to print-based 

work (Pierazzo, 2015, 189-190). 

The role of an editor in the digital realm has become very different and complex, 

consequently resulting in new challenges that need to be faced, for balancing traditional 

scholarship with technology's evolving demands. In today's digital era, editors not only 

maintain scholarly standards but also navigate encoding, data integrity, and the use of new tools.  
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2.3- Enhancing digital editions: interoperability and interactivity 

The focus on increasing interoperability and interactivity of digital editions arises 

especially with the emergence of the Semantic Web, a phase that, as has already been discussed, 

marks a significant shift in the digital landscape, leading to a more profound comprehension of 

the web space and a growing detachment from the principles of the print paradigm. This phase 

has witnessed a more thorough analysis of digital scholarly editions developed thus far, casting 

light on crucial new issues and complexities within the field. An important problem that has 

been noticed is that many DSEs miss straightforward and intuitive ways of accessing the core 

scholarly interpretations contained within an edition. This issue is often a result of complex IT 

systems that lack a direct interface to intellectual content encoded in the data, and several factors 

contribute to this phenomenon (Cummings, 2019, 182).  

Firstly, many digital scholarly editions were developed before the internet era. 

Consequently, many of them strongly preserved a sense of physicality that characterizes print 

editions. These editions typically offer a single, unchanging version of the text along with 

supplementary materials like apparatus and annotations, which are presented cumulatively. 

Users can search for specific words, and these editions generally support character-level 

interchangeability. However, they lack the ability to perform more complex relational analysis 

(Gabler, 2019, 47-49). A fixed layout and structure, commonly found in print editions, offer an 

efficient way for readers to navigate from one section to another, as they can be assured that 

the order and relationships between the parts will remain consistent. Still, this approach can’t 

transition to the digital realm due to the absence of actual physicality. In fact, DSEs are 

essentially structured collections of digital data, text, and images created through specialized 

tools. They provide accessibility via embedded functionalities in the source code, aligned with 

their specific goals. In this context, relationships between different elements are more flexible 

and dynamic, which can be advantageous since it empowers readers to personalize their 

experience and conduct specific information searches. On the other hand, this adaptability may 

be more dispersive, and navigating may require readers to familiarize themselves with new 

interfaces that differ from the more linear structure they are used to. This process is made even 

more complex by the lack of standardization of the user perspective, which results in multiple 

DSEs with different presentations. Requiring users to navigate through technical and 

presentation layers can already be distracting and lead to them overlooking the core scholarly 
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meaning. Additionally, when the interface lacks a clear and direct path to the conceptual 

editorial object, the likelihood of users misinterpreting important scholarly information is even 

higher (Cummings, 2019, 182). Edward Vanhoutte has introduced the term ergodic edition to 

emphasize the complex structure of multi-layered annotated collections that often define 

contemporary digital editions. This term also underscores the pressing need to concentrate on 

the level of effort required by the user to achieve his goal when reading the text (Vanhoutte and 

McCarty, 2013).  

The second factor pertains to the authoritative role traditionally held by editors of print 

editions, a perspective that did not typically encourage active user participation. In the new 

digital landscape, one of the distinctive traits of digital scholarly editions is their capacity to 

create an interactive environment, a capability that traditional print editions lack. It is then 

crucial not only to incorporate these functionalities but also to develop them with careful 

consideration, ensuring they reveal not only the textual structures but also the semantic 

information, bridging the gap between scholars and the original documents effectively 

(Schmidt, 2018, 4).  Vanhoutte also defines the meaning of user engagement and interactivity, 

by presenting a concept where readers can navigate through the data stored in the computer's 

memory, which he defines as textons, and what is visible to users, defined as scriptons. In this 

framework, digital editions can demonstrate dynamism, featuring alterations between these two 

elements and can be user-driven, granting readers the freedom to explore the content according 

to their preferences (Vanhoutte and McCarty, 2013). 

Given these factors, the current goals in the field moved towards making data more 

understandable to both humans and machines, and towards modeling users’ interactions to 

leverage the edition for their individual needs and purposes.  

Regarding the first goal, there is a growing focus on the development of semantic 

scholarly digital editions (SSDEs), that use semantic web technologies and graph data models 

to provide a data representation that is highly explicit in its meaning, to both humans and 

computers, allowing for more sophisticated analyses of the data. The goal in this approach is to 

represent multiple perspectives on a textual work and reveal some hidden patterns as the model 

focuses on capturing the connections and associations between different pieces of data such as: 

dates, documents, authors or references (Spadini, Tomasi and Vogeler, 2021, 1-4). For the 

second goal, many researchers currently suggest reinventing DSEs by moving their function as 
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passive archive containers towards becoming more user-driven multimedia experiences that 

provide the quickest, easiest and most straightforward way to acquire information. This 

perspective aims at making digital editors understand once again how, when dealing with text 

in the digital environment, their role moves from being a traditional philologist who elaborates 

the history of production and reception of a document, towards an editor-curator that also 

focuses on the creative-critical processes of guiding the user and modeling the information and 

functionality to provide unique digital experiences.  

Given this perspective the goal becomes addressing the previously stated issues, such 

as increasing usability or encouraging users to perform their own interpretative-creative work 

by guiding the information retrieval. These goals can be achieved by expanding features that 

would enhance user’s understanding, such as audio-visual annotation, by highlighting the 

deeper meanings, context, and significance of the text that have been already discovered, or by 

improving access and understanding of data through developing a data model based on clear 

user functions or by connecting separate parts of manuscripts.  Although addressing these new 

issues clears the path towards improvement, there are still many obstacles, such as constraints 

of time, resources and publishing support that limits these developments (Van Mierlo, 2022, 

118-120). 

2.4- Preservation and transparency: ensuring reliable DSEs 

After understanding the foundational elements of a digital scholarly edition, it becomes 

easier to understand that preserving it primarily involves taking care of various components: 

the encoded text, potentially including facsimiles in image formats, as well as the web 

application that presents this information in a manner conducive to scholarly research, 

following the intentions of the developers. The challenge in preserving such editions lies in the 

fact that they not only rely on standard components like web servers, but also incorporate 

project specific code that interacts with a client software, such as a web browser. The problem 

surfaces from the rapidly changing nature of client software, particularly web browsers, which 

makes it difficult to sustain these environments once project funding concludes. As software 

systems evolve, issues such as security concerns, compatibility problems, and unsupported 

dependencies become more prominent, making long-term preservation a pressing concern. 
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2.4.1- Long-term preservation for DSEs: challenges and imperative 

planning  

Maintaining the fully functional online presentation might be the ideal preservation 

solution but becomes financially unsustainable in the long term as many research projects, 

including those in the digital humanities, are typically funded for a limited duration. 

Furthermore, while the presentation of scholarly editions may undergo changes and updates 

over time, it is essential to preserve the integrity of the underlying data structure and encoded 

content as storing individual digital objects, such as TIFF images or XML files, allows for the 

application of standard preservation measures compliant with the Open Archival Information 

System (OAIS)46. These reasons highlight the importance of building a clear multi-layered 

structure with sustainable file formats that are widely adopted, open and non-proprietary to 

ensure constant access and use and to ensure that the edition is well-documented and can be 

easily discovered and accessed through metadata standards, such as Dublin Core47 and MODS48 

(Oltmanns et al., 2019, 1-3). 

One of the primary steps for ensuring a successful preservation of a digital scholarly 

edition involves clearly identifying its fundamental elements that necessitate preservation. 

These elements represent the characteristics of digital objects that compose a DSE and must be 

maintained over time to ensure its ongoing accessibility, usability, and the preservation of its 

intended meaning. These determinations are not subjective but instead constitute a methodical 

process undertaken during the initial development of such editions. While identifying these 

elements, it's also essential to establish the appropriate level of service for DSE preservation 

while considering economic feasibility, striking a balance between long-term preservation and 

available resources. 

2.4.2 - FAIR preservation: principles for DSEs 

Although interesting experiments with DSEs have been performed since the 1980s, 

most of them were lost due to technological obsolescence, inadequate maintenance planning, 

or resource constraints (Mancinelli and Pierazzo, 2020, 31). To avoid similar losses, a 

 
46http://www.oais.info/ .  
47 https://www.dublincore.org/ . 
48 https://www.loc.gov/standards/mods/ . 
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consortium of scientists and organizations proposed a set of guiding principles to facilitate long-

term curation, reusability, and accessibility of valuable digital assets, especially for data 

generated through publicly funded experiments. The guidelines are known as the FAIR 

principles, published in 2016 in the Scientific Data journal as The FAIR Guiding Principles for 

scientific data management and stewardship. Although the FAIR principles are not a standard, 

as currently there are no rigid and universally agreed-upon standards that apply to every single 

aspect of creating digital scholarly editions, they are still an important prerequisite for proper 

data management and stewardship. In fact, they describe the ideal ways data should be stored 

and shared to maximize its usefulness and allow the research community to benefit from it. For 

this reason, most existing standards have been developed to conform to this set of quality 

criteria (Wilkinson et al., 2016, 1).  

Additionally, this set of rules is flexible enough to fit different scholarly communities, 

by allowing them to assess their data management practices, such as the FAIR Principles for 

Library, Archive, and Museum Collections49 which provide  guidelines for identifiers, 

standards, rights, and provenance within these communities, or the CARE Principles for 

Indigenous Data Governance50 that emphasize collective benefit, authority, responsibility, and 

ethics in handling indigenous data (Creamer et al., 2021, 6). 

These principles distinguish themselves in their application to both human-driven 

activities, such as workflows for transparency and reproducibility purposes, as well as machine-

driven activities, such as data, analytical pipelines and tools. In this dual application, they offer 

two distinct advantages: firstly, these principles are beneficial to human agents, such as 

researchers, professional data publishers, software developers, funding agencies, and the data 

science community by providing guidance on the provision of the appropriate number of 

metadata, making digital objects more comprehensible and usable. Secondly, they are 

beneficial to computational agents responsible for data retrieval and analysis. By rendering 

digital objects machine-actionable, these principles ensure that the information is presented in 

a format that is both informative and comprehensible for computer programs. 

 
49 

https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/28045258/FAIR_Principles_for_Library_Archive_and_Museum_Colle.pdf  
50 https://www.gida-global.org/care . 

https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/28045258/FAIR_Principles_for_Library_Archive_and_Museum_Colle.pdf
https://www.gida-global.org/care
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In this perspective the main goal is to transition from producing specialized data that 

requires specific software for comprehension, towards the creation of general-purpose data that 

is machine-readable using widely available technologies compatible with various data types. 

As mentioned earlier, custom software represents a big obstacle in terms of sharing and 

maintaining data, for which reason FAIR principles represent a crucial step toward starting a 

conversation on selecting the appropriate technologies to simplify the creation, publication and 

analysis of digital scholarly editions (Wilkinson et al., 2016, 2-3).  

The FAIR principles also address a common issue related to the quality of produced 

data. In today's scholarly digital research landscape, all aspects are defined by what we call the 

4Vs:  the Volume of data being generated, its Variety in terms of various data forms and 

meanings, Veracity of data and Velocity at which data is being produced and changed. Unlike 

traditional print editions, digital ones operate within a digital paradigm that can rapidly evolve, 

necessitating adaptations to evolving processing environments (Scheffler et al., 2022, 635-636). 

To achieve this goal, significant emphasis is being placed on implementing robust data 

management practices. This involves offering detailed descriptions of how data is made, the 

ontologies used, and the workflows involved in data processing. Such documentation can 

maximize information retrieval by enabling computational agents to retrieve information about 

the structure and purpose of the digital object, determining its relevance to the program's current 

task and whether it can be used in compliance with licensing or other accessibility restrictions 

(Wilkinson et al., 2016, 2).  

In the realm of DSEs and textual encoding, it's crucial for every encoder to understand 

the key elements of FAIR data. The acronym FAIR represents the core principles of making 

data Findable, Accessible, Interoperable and Reusable.  To make digital objects Findable, it's 

essential to assign globally unique and persistent identifiers, like DOIs, to these objects and 

include them also in their metadata. This practice makes it easy to locate and correctly identify 

the objects. For data to be Accessible, its metadata should always be retrievable, regardless of 

the object's status. Additionally, it should use open protocols or APIs for metadata retrieval 

from different systems or devices. These protocols also simplify authentication and 

authorization processes, enabling precise control over user access based on their identity and 

permissions. When it comes to Interoperability, the principles emphasize the importance of 

using standard programming languages and data formats, such as TEI-XML and IIIF, for the 

two essential components of any DSE: textual content and images. Furthermore, employing 
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controlled vocabularies and authoritative references is essential for efficient data exchange, 

reducing the risk of data loss and misinterpretation, ensuring future system compatibility, and 

promoting collaboration among different institutions (Wilkinson et al., 2016, 1-9). Lastly, to 

promote Reusability, it is important to employ open licenses, such as Creative Common 

Licenses, that allow content reuse and redistribution. It is also necessary to document and 

organize information regarding the digital object's origin, ownership, and usage permissions 

based on community and domain standards. Finally, information about transcription methods, 

annotation guidelines and encoding schemes should be available. To improve citability it is 

suggested to clearly outline how to cite the entire edition and its individual resources, providing 

details on DSEs permalink strategy and versioning policy.  In fact, currently, there is no 

standardized way to provide citation information in digital editions, which is why traditional 

printed editions are still favored. This practice however allows users to ensure the accuracy and 

reliability of the object and at the same time informs about how to properly reference the 

resource in publications and research outputs (Wilkinson et al., 2016, 2-3). 

It's evident that FAIR principles are closely aligned with the topics that are central to 

the discussions within the scientific community and they mark the initial steps to address these 

concerns, while considering the interests and needs of the scientific community. In addition to 

this, it's worth noting there have been efforts to create more specific FAIR metrics that aim to 

provide a more detailed and structured framework for assessing the FAIRness of digital objects. 

2.5 - The core of a DSE: the Markup and its Standard 

The most significant outcome of any DSEs is the markup. The latter’s goal is to label 

and make explicit everything that is considered relevant in a text and represents the bridge 

between how humans interpret content and how computers process it.  

It is important to understand that markup, that is, the encoding, is a scholarly action 

consisting of expressing a scholarly interpretation. In fact, when encoding historical texts that 

originally didn’t have tags, choosing one markup vocabulary over another is a decision that 

influences the way in which their content will be represented and can make it not only harder 

to accurately express content but can even raise the possibility of committing mistakes and 

representing something inaccurately (Burnard, 2019, 1). For this reason, in the field of textual 
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encoding, TEI, or the Text Encoding Initiative51, has been established in 1987 as an open 

international standard and the main data format for digital scholarly editions. 

2.5.1 - The Purpose of TEI 

The creation of DSEs, like any other valuable resource, is based on two critical 

principles:  

● Verifiability: which refers to ensuring transparency. The latter is a key requirement to 

strengthen scholarly credibility and facilitate collaboration by enabling others to build 

upon or critique the work. In the field of textual encoding this means that scholars and 

researchers can examine the encoding choices and understand the reasoning behind 

them: they can analyze the structural decisions, the semantic notations, and the layers 

of annotation.  

● Comparability: consists of acknowledging that DSEs do not exist in isolation but are 

part of a wider scholarly landscape. This can be achieved by ensuring that scholars and 

researchers can place the DSE within the context of related work, compare versions of 

texts, or analyze historical trends. When two projects follow the same rules, it becomes 

clear that their data structures and encoding practices are compatible (Burnard, 2019, 3-

4).  

To ensure these principles, currently the main goal of the TEI standard is to increase the 

interoperability of DSEs. The notion of interoperability, however, differs from the traditional 

concept of providing the same systems and components to exchange data. In the context of 

textual encoding, texts vary widely in content, structure and purpose and each project is 

characterized by specific expectations and requirements. Considering this high variability 

inherent in the field, instead of enforcing a rigid, one-size-fits-all standard, TEI provides a 

flexible framework that allows each project to customize its encoding practices to suit its needs 

while remaining within the overarching TEI ecosystem. The emphasis is put not on seamless 

data exchange but on providing clear documentation and adherence to agreed-upon encoding 

principles (Burnard, 2019, 13). 

 
51 https://tei-c.org/  

https://tei-c.org/
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However, for a document to be verifiable and comparable, meeting the fundamental 

criteria of being well-formed is not sufficient. Well-formedness means that a document adheres 

to the rules and syntax defined by the TEI Guidelines and maintains a structure in line with 

XML standards. Instead, it also requires TEI conformance, that is, when a document is also 

classified as valid. Achieving this goal depends on two key components: an automatic and a 

semantic validation. Firstly, it requires adherence to a specific Document Type Definition 

(DTD), XML schema, or another schema definition. This process represents an automated 

validation that aligns the document with a set of rules provided by the XML markup. This 

primarily pertains to the document's hierarchical structure, dictating how and where elements 

can be positioned within the encoded content. Secondly, as XML is a descriptive markup 

language52, it doesn’t understand the meaning of the words contained within its elements, and, 

therefore, it cannot automatically validate the content of the tags. For this reason, it is essential 

that a semantic validation is carried out by an individual who is familiar with the TEI 

Guidelines, relying on their expertise and a project-specific documentation known as a TEI 

Customization schema. The latter serves to clarify how the encoded documents' intentions are 

reflected in their visible components (Burnard, 2019, 3-13). 

2.5.2 - The TEI Standard: Components and Functionalities 

TEI documents are typically encoded in XML (eXtensible Markup Language) and 

adhere to the TEI Guidelines established by the TEI Consortium. Altogether, they define 

software independent and device independent methods for storing and processing texts in 

electronic form. Embracing both flexibility and structure, the standard offers a comprehensive 

set of guidelines for marking up text, allowing for the encoding of a wide range of textual 

features, including structural elements, linguistic information, or metadata. This richness makes 

it suitable for a diverse set of applications, from scholarly editing to digital libraries. By being 

developed by the TEI Consortium, an international community of researchers, it is always 

oriented towards meeting the requirements of specialists in the field. In order to maximize the 

accessibility of the data and reach the broadest possible audience, TEI represents information 

 
52 Intended as a markup and meta-language used to structure and describe data and other markup 

languages. 
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using a linear stream of human-readable character data, using the same readable character 

encoding called UNICODE, established by another international standard (tei-c.org, n.d.). 

When referring to the TEI standard we are mainly discussing the TEI Guidelines and its 

customization mechanism. The TEI framework represents the core set of guidelines, 

recommendations, and standards that define how to mark up and encode textual documents, 

addressing various aspects of semantics, visual presentation, and the correspondence between 

the transcribed digital text passages and their original positions on facsimiles. However, the 

TEI framework, that is, currently the TEI P5 Guidelines version 3.5.0, is designed to support a 

wide range of texts and applications and includes 573 elements that offer multiple approaches 

to encode the same textual characteristics. The framework doesn’t dictate how to identify the 

nature of those objects, which is one of the editorial decisions and encoding tasks of the editor.  

For instance, it offers a <title> element for encoding titles of various works but doesn't specify 

how to determine if something qualifies as a title. Additionally, not all TEI elements are equally 

effective or suitable for any circumstance, and editors must use their judgment to determine the 

element's inclusion for representing specific phenomena (Burnard, 2019, 13). 

For this purpose, the framework provides the TEI ODD (One Document Does it All), a 

literate programming language for XML schemas that allows users to create TEI 

customizations. The latter, refers to a personalized version of the TEI Guidelines that results 

from creating a schema that defines a template to accommodate data for a specific project. In 

the context of data and markup languages, a schema represents a crucial formal specification 

that defines the structure, rules, and constraints for organizing and validating data and it serves 

as a template for how data should be structured and formatted within a document.  

TEI ODD documents are not always a necessary step when working with TEI but they 

are always strongly recommended. As an alternative there is also a set of standard schemas that 

are available to use without the need for creating customizations called TEI All, TEI Lite, TEI 

Simple and TEI Core, each of them serving different purposes (tei-c.org, n.d.). 

Still, TEI ODD serves as a valuable documentation tool that provides a single, 

comprehensive source for defining the rules, constraints or modifications and to document 

variations or differences in practices to the TEI Guidelines that constitute a custom structured 

and machine-readable schema. The latter can be beneficial even with minor customizations as 
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it facilitates the exchange of complex textual resources and allows the meta-schemas to 

document the version of the TEI Guidelines a project is based on (Cummings, 2019, 186-187). 

2.5.3 - TEI Limitations and current debates.  

While TEI continues to represent a crucial standard in the realm of textual encoding, it 

is not excluded from ongoing debates and critiques that must be recognized and considered, as 

they shape TEI's future and its enduring role in text encoding and analysis. 

One of the main technical limitations of the TEI-XML format regards overlapping 

structures. In XML, the hierarchical structure called Ordered Hierarchy of Content Objects 

(OHCO) mandates that pieces of markup must nest correctly within one another, forming a 

children-parent relationship, and all must be enclosed by a root element called <TEI>. Even if 

the OHCO represents a fundamental feature, its strict structure represents one of the significant 

limitations, particularly in cases where there is a need to overlap layers of information. For 

instance, in situations where both logical structure, such as a verse line, and a physical structure, 

like the point where the line physically ends, need to be represented simultaneously. In most 

cases, over time, these issues have been solved by providing the so-called milestone elements, 

composed of a single tag, being used to indicate specific points in the text where some textual 

feature occurs (Nyhan, 2012, 12). 

Although flexibility and customization represent one of the fundamental strengths of 

TEI, they also lead to some concerns related to the semantic variation and inconsistencies in 

encoding. These variations result in multiple approaches to encoding identical textual features, 

causing potential issues with data processing by computers and affecting data interoperability 

and analytical comparisons (Schmidt, 2021, 10). However, because all TEI-encoded data starts 

from the same machine-readable format, the differences, while noticeable, do not have as 

significant an impact as they might seem to as the common machine-readable foundation and 

semantic evaluation still ensure that computers can process TEI data reliably (Cummings, 2019, 

186-187). 

Additional critiques have also emerged regarding the practice of producing DSE based 

exclusively on the TEI standard. The latter, while comprehensive, is often perceived as too 

document-centric, potentially limiting the incorporation of new data-centric standards. One 
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such example refers to the Resource Description Framework (RDF), a data model used to 

represent and link resources on the web by using specific subject-predicate-object expressions, 

commonly known as triples, to create relationships between resources. These relationships 

enable rich semantic connections between data points, making RDF a powerful tool for data 

integration, interoperability, and reuse. In response to these critiques, the community of 

researchers is actively addressing the issue by developing tools aimed at facilitating the 

transformation of TEI-encoded data into Linked Data. One important example is Linked Data 

from TEI (LIFT), an open-source tool composed of Python scripts specifically designed for 

generating linked data from TEI-encoded texts53. 

Another concern relates to the potential obsolescence of the XML format, as the web 

increasingly relies on more efficient and standardized technologies such as HTML, JavaScript, 

CSS, and JSON as researchers have observed a significant decline in the usage of XML, both 

in web services and as a document format (Schmidt, 2021, 10-12). With TEI XML-based 

editions, it is already necessary to convert data into web-friendly formats like HTML or JSON 

for web display and apply styling using CSS stylesheets (Cummings, 2019, 181-182 and 

Schmidt, 2021, 7-8). The risk is that this trend might lead to increased maintenance costs and 

reduced support from developers and future tools for XML products and open-source projects. 

While there are proposals to substitute XML with HTML for encoding digital scholarly editions 

(Schmidt, 2021, 10-13), it's not a simple procedure and various factors need to be considered. 

The primary reason TEI relies on XML is due to its ability to allow fine-grained encoding of 

semantic information. In contrast, HTML is primarily designed for web presentation and lacks 

the level of semantic granularity required to represent scholarly content accurately. Moreover, 

HTML, while customizable to some extent, does not provide the same level of flexibility in 

adapting to the different requirements of scholarly editions. In addition to these technical 

considerations, there is the significant challenge of drastically changing already established 

practices as TEI has emerged as the standard in the digital humanities and scholarly editing, 

with a well-established tradition and community of practice. 

Despite the existence of these challenges and issues that need to be addressed, it's 

important to recognize that TEI still represents a widely used and highly regarded standard in 

the realm of digital scholarly editions. This enduring popularity is attributed to the fact that TEI 

 
53More about Linked Data: https://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/16/2/000605/000605.html . 

https://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/16/2/000605/000605.html


48 

not only facilitates the precise representation of textual content but also offers a well-structured 

framework for encoding scholarly annotations and critical metadata. As a result, TEI enhances 

the quality and functionality of DSEs, making it a fundamental building block in the domain of 

digital humanities research. 
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Chapter 3: Encoding William Gell’s Notebook no. 6 

The creation of the digital scholarly edition of William Gell’s Notebook No. 6, held by 

the British School at Rome (BSR), is an important example of the collaborative nature of Digital 

Humanities projects, that require a broad spectrum of expertise. An important premise that must 

be stated, is that the development of a DSE is a complex process that necessitates the 

involvement of numerous specialized experts. However, the presence of diverse professionals 

should not result in a workflow where everyone operates within a clearly defined and isolated 

role. Instead, it is characterized by a robust collaboration and continuous interchange among 

team members, which significantly contributes to the overall success of the project. This chapter 

will delve into both the initial steps and the specific encoding practices employed for the 

creation of the digital scholarly edition of William Gell’s Notebook no. 6. While the majority 

of tag applications will be covered, a comprehensive encoding model can also be found in the 

Appendix section. 

3.1 Preparation for the encoding process  

3.1.1 Roles and Responsibilities  

The project’s inception was marked by the role of British School at Rome’s librarians 

and archivists, including Valerie Scott, Beatrice Gelosia, Prof. Raphaële Mouren and 

Alessandra Giovenco. Their contribution consisted in granting access to source materials and 

ensuring the availability of high-quality digitized images. In fact, the BSR had commissioned 

the digitization of the manuscript in 2017 from an external company, Ciol, resulting in the 

provision of digital images. 

Following this initial phase, the project transitioned into the hands of domain experts, 

represented by the Principal Investigator Prof. Rosemary Sweet and the Research Associate Dr. 

Richard Ansell. As the primary researchers and editors of the notebook, they were responsible 

for the most fundamental editorial tasks (Scholger, 2016). They provided the scholarly 

foundation for the edition and ensured the accurate interpretation and contextualization of the 

materials: they have established the authoritative text, produced the critical annotation, included 

supplementary information and conducted an in-depth textual analysis. Richard Ansell has also 
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transcribed the manuscript content providing a Google Document combined with annotations 

and comments.  

The conceptualization of the digital edition and the establishment of a data model has 

been performed by Dr. Tiziana Mancinelli and Prof. Franz Fischer from the VeDPH whereas 

the actual encoding has been carried by a group of students interns under the supervision of 

both Rosemary Sweet and Richard Ansell, for content related questions, and Franz Fischer and 

Tiziana Mancinelli, for technical and methodological questions. The figures of Digital 

Humanists are required due to their unique blend of knowledge in both humanities and digital 

technologies and serve as the bridge between traditional scholarly practices and modern digital 

methodologies. The required expertise for this project revolved around proficiency in digital 

tools and the knowledge of the standards commonly used in the creation of a digital scholarly 

edition. This included familiarity with TEI (Text Encoding Initiative) Guidelines, practice with 

XML encoding, knowledge of common development workflows, and large experience in data 

modeling practices. Indeed, a crucial aspect of this project was understanding the characteristics 

of the analog material and its requirements for accurate digital representation.  Given that the 

project’s original design planned the final publication using the Omeka54 platform, a team of 

Software Developers and User Experience Experts was involved for the subsequent adaptation 

of the XML encoded version of Notebook no. 6 for publication on the website of the BSR. 

While specialists are tasked with conducting a detailed analysis of analog material, it is 

equally important for all the roles to immerse themselves in the subject of the project as their 

understanding of the broader context can enhance the accuracy and efficiency of the encoding 

process. For instance, when encoding a folio of the diary that discusses William Gell’s trip to 

Madrid, within the transcript the date might appear only including the day and month. However, 

knowing that William Gell’s journey to Spain took place in 1808-1809 allows for a more 

comprehensive date encoding, including the day, month, and year, even if the year isn’t 

explicitly stated in the folio. Such a simple example already shows how essential it is for all 

contributors to work closely together, ensuring a shared understanding of the project's goals. 

This collaborative approach not only enhances the quality of the scholarly edition but also helps 

maintain a unified focus on the ultimate goals throughout the development process. It fosters a 

 
54 https://omeka.org/.  

https://omeka.org/
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synergy that allows the team to effectively navigate the complexities of the project and deliver 

a high-quality DSE. 

3.1.2 Modeling of the encoding  

One of the first steps necessary to undertake before starting the encoding process, was 

to analyze the subject of the work and identify the goals and potential limitations, estimate the 

time needed to complete the editing process, and assess the amount of information to be 

included in the edition, as well as addressing questions regarding the purposes of the edition 

and its target audience. The result provided an approximate idea of the structure of encoding 

that we were going to start with. 

These steps have been part of the preliminary phase of developing a DSE named 

modeling: a heuristic process that represents the core of any epistemological activity that 

consists of manipulating and constructing models that represent some type of real object. It is 

an «iterative, learning process, the result of which is a better knowledge of the object to be 

studied» (Pierazzo 2015, 39).  

Documents have observable features or facts that are relevant to their readers. Such facts 

have a meaning that is determined by the context in which they are found. They can be also 

grouped into dimensions which are interpretative entities arbitrarily created by readers 

according to an organizing principle, a point of view, or a research purpose that makes such 

dimensions meaningful. Modeling consists in creating a simplified and abstracted version of 

the real-world object or system and capturing the essential features and relationships between 

these components. This goal can be reached by selecting within an infinite set of features, 

information that is adequate to the scholarly purpose for which it has been created and is 

necessary to be analyzed and understood in order to gain better knowledge about the subject of 

research. 

In the context of digital scholarly editing, modeling can be distinguished into two 

phases: modeling-of and modeling-for. The former pertains to the descriptive simplification of 

a complex object, such as a text, and the representation of relationships between various 

elements like editions, texts, documents, and works. This form of modeling aims to facilitate 

the understanding and analysis of the document. Moreover, it prepares the edition for 
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interaction with computational systems, which necessitate an explicit, delimited conception of 

the world. By encoding in XML and adhering to the TEI standards, each process within this 

phase becomes algorithmically traceable, thereby enhancing the reproducibility of the scholarly 

work. Modeling-for refers to the design of a model that is based on the purpose and intended 

outcome of the edition and it involves the development of tools and software to support the 

editorial work based on the conceptual model created through modeling-of. In essence, 

modeling-for is a forward-looking process that takes into account the end goals of the project 

and designs the digital architecture accordingly. It ensures that the digital scholarly edition is 

not only a faithful representation of the original work but also a user-friendly resource that can 

be easily navigated and explored (Pierazzo 2015, 37-39, 41). 

The planning phase of the encoding process requires careful consideration due to its 

selective nature. Once the essential and optional characteristics of the primary material are 

identified, decisions must be made regarding which textual features should be encoded and 

how. On one hand, each tag incurs costs in terms of time, space, and processing resources. On 

the other hand, an overly simplified structure risks limiting access to crucial information that 

remains unencoded in later stages. Therefore, the process requires a thoughtful balance, 

acknowledging the resource costs associated with specificity while ensuring the comprehensive 

capture of relevant textual elements (#dariahTeach, 2019). 

The chosen encoding model should, at a minimum, opt for ontologies capable of 

describing three key aspects: elements established by the author within the text, such as 

paragraphs or verses, peritext like title, notes and citations, and external elements like textual 

analysis, comments, and bibliographical references set by the editor, known as epitext (Daquino 

et al., 2019, 60-61).  

Additionally, considering that adopting widely used standards and practices can 

enhance the interoperability of a digital scholarly edition, a fundamental step while defining the 

modeling of the encoding, is to analyze the best practices and possibly reuse already established 

solutions of similar projects. For this purpose, it was important to study well-made encoding 

models of other similar projects or diaries.  
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A notebale reference that we have studied is the multispectral critical edition of David 

Livingstone’s 1871 Field Diary55, which was recognized as  the 1st Runner Up in the DH 

Awards 2012 for Best professional resource for learning about or doing DH work. This diary, 

which documents Livingstone’s first-hand account of a slave trading massacre in central Africa, 

offered important insights into handling complex textual structures. In fact, this diary is unique 

in that it was improvised by writing over a copy of The Standard newspaper and other scraps. 

The project provided both XML encodings and a clear encoding guideline that detailed each 

tag usage. Our edition adopted many similar tag usages, particularly those related to textual 

layout and formatting. We also utilized same tags referring to some of the editorial 

interventions, such as <choice>,<abbr>,<expan> and <sic>. Drawing parallels with William 

Gell’s diary, Livingstone’s journal contained dates using both the Muslim and Gregorian 

calendars. This influenced our initial consideration of using the attribute @calendar, a decision 

we later revised. Another shared characteristic was the dual editorial and authorial page 

numbering system. In this regard, we decided to adopt the <fw>56 tag to encode William Gell’s 

page number, typically placed at the top of the folio, mirroring the approach used in 

Livingstone’s diary (Cummings et al., 2018). 

Another interesting example was represented by the Shelley-Godwin Archive 57that 

brings together the dispersed handwritten legacy of Percy Bysshe Shelley, Mary Wollstonecraft 

Shelley, William Godwin, and Mary Wollstonecraft along with Lord Byron and others 

associated with their literary circle. The archive is the result of a partnership between the New 

York Public Library and the Maryland Institute for Technology in the Humanities, in 

cooperation with Oxford’s Bodleian Library. Each page of the archive provides metadata and 

transcription status, and offers various visualization options such as image only, image and text, 

text based on writing hand, and even raw XML encoding. The latter is incorporated for 

transcriptions, and currently includes high-resolution manuscript images using the Shared 

Canvas data model. However, the project is transitioning towards the International Image 

Interoperability Framework (IIIF), adapted also for William Gell’s Notebook no.6,  which and 

 
55 http://livingstoneonline.org/uuid/node/75c25c6c-c491-4059-b446-3562d7518c95 . 
56 Appendix: 2.2 - Page beginning and page numbering: <pb/>,<fw> and 3.1 - Expanded 

abbreviations. 
57 http://shelleygodwinarchive.org/. 

https://livingstoneonline.org/uuid/node/75c25c6c-c491-4059-b446-3562d7518c95
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offers a more comprehensive set of tools for interactive image viewing, such as zooming, and 

annotation. 

In terms of future perspectives for all the encoded data, a great example of how digital 

approaches can unlock the potential of historical travel data is represented by The Grand Tour 

Project58 led by Giovanna Cesarani. Initiated in 2008 as part of Stanford’s larger Mapping the 

Republic of Letters project, it aimed to explore early modern travel networks. The project 

focused on a subset of sixty-nine architect-travelers from the 5213 entries in the Dictionary of 

British and Irish Travelers to Italy 1701-1800 which was transformed into a digital format using 

structured text mining and disambiguation techniques. This project, offering very detailed 

documentation of the workflow, allowed us to analyse data categories that appear in the 

database, focusing on how each category is built, how it is distributed across time or across the 

database, and how it can interact with other categories. The project also emphasized the 

importance of data construction and data visualization, the need to be transparent about this 

process and it also highlighted the collaborative nature of the entire work, a feature that has also 

characterized our project  (Cesarani and Midura, 2019). 

In February 2023, during a workshop hosted at the British School at Rome, the research 

group composed of Prof. Franz Fischer, Prof. Rosemary Sweet, Dr. Tiziana Mancinelli, Dr. 

Richard Ansell, the Deputy librarian Beatrice Gelosia and the team of intern students embarked 

on the modeling of William Gell’s digital scholarly edition (Figure 3). This gathering provided 

a unique opportunity for all participants to meet up in person. Examining together the original 

materials allowed to pinpoint critical elements that must be included within the encoding. The 

discussions revolved around identifying essential components for the edition, like illustrations, 

musical scores, poems, notes, and multilingual content. Additionally, it represented an 

opportunity to meet with the team responsible for implementing Omeka, to understand how the 

material would be presented in its final form. The goal was then to capture all relevant 

components. Given the complexity of the diary, it was necessary to take into consideration 

various encoding possibilities. Despite time constraints, we successfully delineated the 

macrostructure of the edition. 

 
58 The Grand Tour Project (stanford.edu) . 

https://grandtour.stanford.edu/
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Figure 3: Analysis of possible encodings during the workshop at the BSR. 

3.1.3 Document Management: storage, transcript and version control  

For handling multiple files efficiently including encodings, digitized images, the transcript 

and collected information, it was necessary to use a group network drive for all project-related 

files, defined into a series of folders: TEI Model, Transcriptions, Images and Tools or other 

materials.  

In the TEI Model folder was included everything directly related to the encoding practice. 

This encompassed a document that compiled all the discussions and important points covered 

in the workshop, and a document outlining the XML encoding practice, regularly updated after 

each following meeting. This document detailed the elements and attributes employed, 

accompanied by examples illustrating their usage59. Lastly, it included an encoding example 

that served as a practical exercise during the workshop. Within the folder there had been also 

included three Excel files specifically dedicated to tracking and managing different categories 

of information. One Excel file has been dedicated to tracking and addressing encoding-related 

questions where any team member encountering difficulties was instructed to document the 

issue along with pertinent details. This included a description of the problem, the associated 

tag, and the numbering of the folio where the it occures. These documented issues were then 

scheduled for discussion during team meetings. The other two files have been designated for 

collecting and organizing personal and place-names encountered within the transcription, along 

with pertinent details and, where possible, the inclusion of links to authority files. These excel 

 
59 See Appendix.  
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files were essential for both speeding up the annotation process and gaining insights into the 

entities involved. They helped to understand how many person and place entities already had 

additional information through authority files and how many were entirely new, appearing for 

the first time in the context of the diary without any prior mention elsewhere. Identifying these 

new entities pointed to the need for further research to enhance our understanding of individuals 

or locations that had not been previously documented. 

Transcriptions folder was specifically designed to encompass all elements directly 

associated with the transcription process. The primary motivation behind this organization 

came from the fact that the initial transcription provided at the project's onset on February 3, 

2023 underwent a series of modifications on February 24, 2023.  These alterations primarily 

focused on addressing the presence of internal page numbers located at the bottom right corner 

of the transcription. Recognizing their redundancy and potential for confusion, a decision was 

made to exclude them. Instead, emphasis was placed on using more pertinent numbers situated 

at the top right of the page, aligning with the image number. These top right numbers were 

employed for internal references in comments, where phrases like pag 009 corresponded to 

Gell taccuino 6 pag 009 and to image wg_06_009 in the new photo naming scheme.  The file 

containing the transcription consisted in a template in the form of a Google Document file, 

which was used to collect metadata, transcription, and other information about William Gell in 

a single document. Considering that it represented the work basis for the following steps, 

Richard Ansell and Rosemary Sweet included all the editorial interventions, such as comments, 

annotations, corrections and translations. The content of the transcript has been color-coded 

based on content variations, for better clarity and to facilitate the identification of the written 

content within the digitized images. For example, brief descriptions of sketches and images of 

the diary were rendered in blue italic font. Additionally, when sketches were inserted within 

the text lines, their descriptions were also enclosed within square brackets. The color pink was 

then used to indicate printed content, while sentences written in pencil were distinguished in 

green. Other than transcriptions, the folder also contained additional documents that addressed 

specific queries. For instance, there was a document containing a comprehensive list associating 

each page number with relevant notes. These notes clarified when the text disposition on the 

page should be encoded as a marginal note and when it should be treated as columns. 

Images folder was dedicated to containing digitized folios of the diary organized in zip 

folders. 
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Finally, Tools and other materials served as a repository for auxiliary resources used in 

training and equipping the team of encoders. Included in this folder were instruction documents 

that provided guidance on essential tools and processes adopted for the project. For instance, it 

contained detailed instructions on how to use GitHub60 and an explanation of the basics of Git61. 

These resources were vital for understanding collaborative encoding practices and version 

control mechanisms. Finally, it also included guidance on how to use the Gell Annotator62, a 

specialized tool specifically developed for our project. 

When a project involves multiple encoders, in our case digital humanists, that need to 

work on the same code base, it is best practice to use some type of version control. Version 

control, also known as source control, is the systematic practice performed by developers to 

track and manage changes to their code over time (Altassian, 2019). As a software tool, it 

records modifications to files, allowing developers to recall specific versions of code if needed.  

Version Control Systems (VCS) can be distinguished in three main typologies: Local, 

Centralized and Distributed. Local Version Control Systems (LVCS) are the first ones which 

emerged to offer a more efficient alternative to safeguarding files on a local computer. They 

represented a step up from basic file copying to another directory, which was a very error-prone 

and redundant practice. These systems used a basic database to provide essential versioning 

features, letting developers track, create, or undo changes to files. On the other hand, 

Centralized Version Control Systems (CVCS) addressed the necessity for collaborative 

development of larger projects. These systems are characterized by a single central server 

housing all the versioned files, that allows multiple developers to check out from this central 

location, while administrators have precise control over user permissions. For the development 

of our digital scholarly edition, we chose Git, a Distributed Version Control System (DVCS), 

currently universally recognized as a standard in computing. A decentralized system provides 

additional file protection because it does not rely on a single server or local repository; instead, 

each user clones the entire repository on their local computer, making each clone a full backup 

of the data. This means that in case of server malfunction, hardware failures or data corruption 

 
60 https://github.com/.  
61 https://git-scm.com/.  
62 https://tmancinelli.github.io/gell-annotator/.  

https://github.com/
https://git-scm.com/
https://tmancinelli.github.io/gell-annotator/
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each of the client repositories can be copied back to the server and restored (Chacon and Straub, 

2024, 10-13). 

Current VCSs are characterized by common features. Firstly, they allow decentralized 

parallel development, called branching, by providing a structured way to manage and integrate 

changes made by different team members. This process creates isolated copies of the codebase 

and allows encoders to work on specific features without affecting the main code. Once these 

changes on each branch are verified, by checking for possible conflicts, they are merged back 

together. Secondly, these tools trace every modification in the code, preserving a detailed 

history that includes author information and timestamps. This functionality allows the user to 

revert back specific files or the entire project to a prior state, compare changes across different 

versions, identify the last contributor to a particular modification, pinpoint the introduction of 

issues, and track the timing of these modifications, which is essential information for enabling 

efficient development workflows. Furthermore, it allows adding annotations to each segment 

of modified code, with a message describing the purpose and intent of the change. This practice 

not only enhances the team's understanding of the code, but it also takes into consideration the 

long-term perspective, recognizing that future collaborators will also need to comprehend and 

interact with the code effectively. 

Git has three main states that files can reside in: modified, staged, and committed. In Git 

terminology, a file is considered modified when it has been altered but its changes haven’t been 

committed to the shared database yet. Commit, on the other hand, defines the state when a 

specific version of the file is securely stored in a local database, that is, a Git directory copied 

on a local computer. If the file has been altered and added to the staging area, it is classified as 

staged. The main purpose of the staging area is to allow atomic commits, meaning that it allows 

the user to commit related changes together as a single unit for a cleaner and logical version 

history.  Additionally, this area provides developers with an additional layer of control and 

review before finalizing a commit. It allows them to selectively choose which modifications to 

include in a commit, thereby enabling more granular control over the version history (Chacon 

and Straub, 2024, 14-17).  

Our code repository63 is currently hosted on GitHub, which is recognized as the world’s 

largest platform for hosting Git repositories. It is a hub for a multitude of Open-Source projects, 

 
63 https://github.com/tmancinelli/gell-XMLfile/tree/main   

https://github.com/tmancinelli/gell-XMLfile/tree/main
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fostering collaboration and promoting code sharing among developers globally.  Oxygen XML 

Editor, the software we employed for encoding the manuscript, provides an integrated add-on 

featuring a built-in Git client64 directly within the editor interface. The latter refers to the 

command-line interface through which we could execute Git commands and manage our files.  

After installing the software and connecting it to the repository set up by Tiziana Mancinelli on 

her GitHub65 account, we were granted access to a Git Staging view. This feature provided us 

with a space where we could perform common Git actions, such as pushing changes to the 

repository, pulling the latest updates, switching between different branches, and committing 

changes we have made. Finally, the add-on also provided us with a built-in tool for comparing 

and merging changes and streamlining version control operations. 

3.2 TEI-XML encoding practice 

William Gell’s Notebook no.6 digital scholarly edition has been encoded based on the 

Text Encoding Initiative (TEI) standard and the Extensible Markup Language (XML) scheme. 

XML is a descriptive markup language and metalanguage that includes a predefined vocabulary 

of elements, attributes, and a declared syntax that defines the hierarchy of its features. While 

both XML and HTML are descriptive markup languages, they serve distinct purposes. HTML 

primarily defines the structure of a document for visual rendering in a web browser, organizing 

the content on a website. In contrast, when developing a DSE, it is crucial to encode both the 

physical organization and logical structures of a document, making XML the preferred markup 

language. XML emphasizes describing both the content of an object and its relationships, giving 

it a broader and more semantic role. Additionally, it is designed to represent structured data in 

a way that is readable by both humans and machines. It uses a simple labeling mechanism to 

identify textual structures and distinguish the form from the content of the document. An XML-

TEI file consists of two main parts: a <teiHeader> that contains descriptive and declarative 

metadata of a digital resource, and a <text> element for the encoded version of the document, 

the latter representing the subject of this chapter. During the presentation of the encoding 

process, we will often refer to elements, which are used to identify any textual unit within the 

document. Elements are typically composed of a pair of starting and ending tags that enclose 

 
64 https://www.oxygenxml.com/doc/versions/26.0/ug-editor/topics/git-addon.html . 
65 https://github.com/tmancinelli/gell-XMLfile . 

https://www.oxygenxml.com/doc/versions/26.0/ug-editor/topics/git-addon.html
https://github.com/tmancinelli/gell-XMLfile


60 

the content of the textual unit, but they can also be self-enclosed to identify features related to 

the physical structure. Each tag is formed by its generic identifier placed within angle brackets 

and can contain attributes. The latter adds useful information to a specific element occurrence. 

They are positioned within the starting tag of an element next to its generic identifier and consist 

of an attribute status, an equal symbol, and its value enclosed in quotation marks. The same 

attribute can appear in different elements, distinguished by its value (tei-c.org, 2023). 

3.2.1 Main textual units and macrotextual divisions 

While the <body> section is the only mandatory element of the <text>, the <front> and 

<back> sections have been included for a more comprehensive structure. The <front> section 

has been divided into two subdivisions, namely the cover page and the introductory heading, 

using the <div> element accompanied by a @type attribute that describes their respective roles. 

Conversely, the <back> section has been divided into a cover page that mirrors the front, and 

an index that facilitates easy navigation within the document. The <body> section, which forms 

the core of the travel diary, is further segmented into meaningful divisions. The first two 

divisions are identified based on the author’s geographical locations at the time of writing, while 

the third division is used to identify the period when the author retrospectively added text later 

in his life. The division with the attribute @type="spain" encompasses passages that the author 

wrote during his travels within Spain. Similarly, the segment with the attribute 

@type="portugal" contains content produced during the author’s journey through Portugal. By 

structuring these segments as separate divisions, we aimed to highlight the unique cultural 

encounters, landscapes, and personal reflections that define William Gell’s time in these 

countries. In contrast to the previous two divisions, the segment with the attribute 

@type="reading_notes" denotes textual additions sourced from various books read by the 

author in 1830s. It is important to note that some later additions are also present within the 

travel sections, mostly added as marginal notes. However, the last portion of the diary is solely 

dedicated to notes derived from performed studies, which is the reason for which it has been 

encoded as such (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Representation of the macrotextual divisions of William Gell's Notebook no.6 

3.2.2 The logical and physical structure with a unique numbering system 

Given the diary’s physical structure and free-flowing writing style, the unique 

organization of its content did not conform to traditional text structures. It has been noticed that 

its spontaneous and unstructured entries, represented a distinct form of written expression that 

differed from conventional paragraphing and formatting. As a result, a decision was made to 

adapt the <ab> element, also considered best practice for diary encoding models. This tag, 

similar to a paragraph, is used to define internal sections of the text. Some standard structural 

elements have also been identified and encoded accordingly. For example, a series of lists have 

been identified, particularly in the diary section dedicated to William Gell’s research. These 

have been divided into <item> elements within a <list> container element. Each item has been 

also accompanied by an @n attribute for numbering the items and a @rend="inline numbered" 

attribute when the item numbers were directly provided by William Gell. Both poems and songs 

have also been encoded using the specific line group element to contain all the <l> used to 

encode each verse line. The two have then been distinguished using an attribute @type66.  

In the diary, William Gell’s thought process is visibly reflected in his writing. Words 

are often highlighted, enlarged, or written in pencil, indicating emphasis, importance, or simply 

 
66 Appendix: 2 - Body text.  
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quick annotation. The tag  <hi>, which stands for highlight, has been frequently used for this 

purpose in conjunction with the @rend attribute to denote the type of emphasis applied to a 

word. This included underlining, encircled words, or applied superscripts. Moreover, long lines 

were employed to separate or define the ending of a paragraph or a portion of text, especially 

on folios filled with additional annotations. In situations where these graphic elements guided 

the text’s reading, they were substituted with an empty </metamark> tag (Burghart, Cummings 

and Pierazzo, 2017, 6-10)67. 

The diary also features two distinct types of page numbering systems, each serving 

different purposes and origins. The first type corresponds to the author’s original pagination, 

where William Gell himself wrote the page number in the upper corner of the folios. This 

numbering is not present on every page and follows the inverse order of the document, starting 

from the end of the diary and moving towards the beginning. To represent the manuscript’s 

physical layout and preserve the author’s intended pagination, these page numbers have been 

included within a designated element, the <fw> tag. This tag is used in TEI encoding to contain 

a running head, a catchword, or similar material appearing on a current page. 

The second type of page numbering has been systematically assigned by Rosemary 

Sweet and Richard Ansell to facilitate easy navigation and precise citation within the digital 

document. The editors’ page numbering has been incorporated within the page beginning 

element, along with a @facs attribute to later point at the image within the <facsimile> section 

and an @n attribute, useful to not only include data about the page number, but also to number 

these elements for machine processing (Figure 5). 

 
67 Appendix: Figure 11. 
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Figure 5: A comparison of the two numbering systems and how they have been encoded: the numbering system established by 

Prof. Rosemary Sweet and Dr. Richard Ansell corresponds to folio 140 of W. Gell's numbering. 

3.2.3 Encoding Annotations: notes and editorial interventions 

In the process of encoding the editorial interventions, we strictly adhered to the 

annotations provided by Ansell in the annotated transcript. This adherence is particularly 

evident in the encoding of abbreviations as only those explicitly normalized by Richard Ansell 

have been encoded using the <choice><abbr><expan> set of tags, which provide both the 

abbreviation and the expanded form of the word. Some abbreviations were also distinguished 

based on their graphic content. For instance, William Gell often abbreviated the term church 

using a + symbol, or the word cross using an X. These instances were encoded using the 

<choice><abbr><expan> tags placing the respective symbols as content of the abbreviation 

element. However, more graphic solutions, such as small sketches of bridges that substitute or 

accompany the term bridge, were encoded as figures. 

As encoders, our primary goal was not only to find the appropriate tags for each 

intervention but also to clearly distinguish between content provided by the editor and content 

already present in the original text when using similar elements. Such case was represented by 

the usage of the <note> tag for both authorial and editorial interventions. The distinction 

between the editor and the author has been clarified by the @type attribute. We identified three 

distinct categories for Richard Ansell’s interventions based on the type of information they 

provided. The value editorial_label has been used for Richard Ansell’s blue annotations in the 

initial transcript, usually referring to short descriptions of drawings. The value editorial has 

been used for a large portion of editorial annotation, including comments, additional 
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contextualization, or corrections, such as in cases where the copied material from books was 

misspelled or wrongly translated by William Gell. If the comment referred to a text contained 

in one <ab>, the <note @type="editorial"> was inserted within the <ab> tag; otherwise, it was 

positioned at the end of the relevant group of <ab> tags. Finally, the value translation, has been 

used to contain an English translation provided for any content in a language other than English.  

On the other hand, William Gell’s notes have been categorized into marginal notes or 

arabic notes. The former has been used to encode notes placed in the typically empty right 

column of the page. These notes, added after the main text was written, often provided 

additional Gell’s insights or reflections. The latter, due to their importance in showing the 

process of Gell’s gradual learning of the Arabic script, have been selected alongside musical 

notes and drawings, to include the @facs attribute. The @facs attribute, short for facsimile, is 

used in textual encoding to link a portion of the text to a corresponding image or representation. 

It serves as a bridge between the text and its visual counterpart. Each occurrence of the @facs 

attribute within the main text was intended to be later linked to its corresponding zone in the 

image. This process is going to be more elaborated upon in the subsequent sections, which 

discuss the encoding of images from the <facsimile> element and the implementation of the 

International Image Interoperability Framework (IIIF).  

3.2.4 Encoding names and references to objects  

One of the most significant and time-consuming aspects of developing the DSE 

involved encoding names and other references to objects. This process entailed identifying 

elements such as dates, drawings, persons, musical scores and places to embed their semantic 

information within the text. It implied the challenge of deciding, given our resource constraints, 

what elements should be prioritized as being crucial to the diary’s narrative. We consciously 

decided to exclude encoding entities within reading notes and maps for two reasons: firstly, 

while valuable, the encoding of places within maps was considered too time-consuming and 

resource-intensive to be feasible within our current scope. Secondly, we have considered the 

individuals and locations mentioned in William Gell’s travel documentation as more relevant 

in his context, as they directly correlate to his experiences and interactions. The reading notes, 

on the other hand, contained primarily summaries of his research and represent his later studies 

in preparation for his book. For the same reason, all entities have been encoded only within the 
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main transcript, excluding such tagging within translations or corrections. The <rs> tag, a 

general-purpose tag for names or referring strings, has been used to encode entities of people, 

countries, natural features (e.g. mountains), and cities. To provide more specificity, this generic 

tag has been enhanced with a set of attributes. The @type attribute indicating whether the 

encoded name refers to a person or a place and the @ref attribute, which was initially left empty, 

served as a placeholder for the following connections to lists of people and places, along with 

their contextual information once the process of encoding the <text> section was concluded.  

Similarly, a specific decision was made regarding the musical notes. Although there 

exists a specialized format for encoding music, known as the Music Encoding Initiative 

(MEI)68, specifically designed for musical documents, a different approach has been applied 

for the project. MEI provides a robust framework for representing complex musical documents 

in a digital format. However, considering the scope of our project focused mainly on the variety 

of contents of the diary that explore William Gell’s journey, musical notes have been encoded 

as figures using the <figure> element. These musical notes have been uniquely identified using 

the type="score" attribute within the <figure> element. This approach allowed to differentiate 

musical notations from other types of images within the diary. Frequently, these musical scores 

were accompanied by lyrics, which have been included within the figure element using a <note 

type="lyrics">.  

 Finally, dates have been encoded using the specific <date> element, accompanied by 

the @when attribute for instances where a specific day, month, or year was mentioned and the 

@notBefore and @notAfter attributes for broader time frames, such as centuries. These 

attributes were used especially to facilitate searching and sorting of the encoded texts based on 

time-related criteria. A significant challenge during this phase was the concurrent use of two 

different calendars: the Gregorian and the Islamic one. Our initial approach consisted in using 

the @calendar attribute to distinguish between the two. However, translating dates between 

these calendars proved to be quite complex. Consequently, @calendar attribute has been 

replaced with an editorial note. This note clearly indicated instances where William Gell was 

referring to the Islamic calendar, thereby maintaining the integrity of the original text while 

also providing necessary context for the reader. 

 
68 https://music-encoding.org/ . 

https://music-encoding.org/
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Images, representing one of the most enriching elements of William Gell’s diary, have 

been encoded within the <text> section using the <figure> element, accompanied by @facs and 

@type attributes. In instances where the images were colored, a @rend="colored" attribute was 

also included. Sets of illustrations and other images have been then classified into distinct 

categories, specified within the @type attribute, based on their characteristics: print value has 

been selected for pieces of newspapers or other kinds of printed images that have been bound 

within the diary. The value sketch was used to refer to quick sketches and architectural plans, 

typically found in the diary’s margins, in_text identified small and larger doodles (e.g. bridges) 

inserted within the lines of the text. Large, detailed drawings that occupy a full page of the diary 

have been encoded using the full_page value and finally map to encompass both hand-drawn 

and printed maps. A special case was however represented by a category of images with no 

attribute @type, usually drawn at the beginning of paragraphs or pages, portraying places that 

William Gell was currently visiting69. The content of <figure> usually contained an editorial 

label describing what was being visualized, as well as an actual label written by William Gell 

(Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6: A comparison of the two numbering systems and how they have been encoded: the numbering system established by 

Prof. Rosemary Sweet and Dr. Richard Ansell corresponds to folio 140 of W. Gell's numbering. 

 
69 Appendix: Figure 12. 
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3.3 Dealing with images in a DSE: facsimile section, supporting 

tools and IIIF 

In contemporary DSEs, it has become standard practice to present the transcription of 

analog material alongside its corresponding images. While the specifics of encoding may differ 

based on specific project requirements, the general procedure for encoding images typically 

involves two main steps: listing the images within a <facsimile> tag and then establishing 

connections with the main markup transcription placed in the <text>. 

3.3.1 Structure of the <facsimile> section  

Within the Text Encoding Initiative (TEI) schema, the <facsimile> element is typically 

positioned between the <teiHeader> and the <text>, and it is used to itemize images that 

represent a written source, which is later connected to the encoded text via the @xml:id, an 

attribute used for cross-referencing within the document.  In the case of William Gell’s edition, 

the section <facsimile> contains a detailed list of <surface> elements, each representing one 

page of the original document. Within each such tag, is included an empty <graphic> element, 

providing a @url attribute indicating the path to the associated image.  For more specific 

references, like in the case of Notebook no. 6, image selection might be necessary at a granular 

level, focusing on specific regions in an image. These targeted areas within the images are 

called zones and have been identified with an element with the same denomination. The element 

<zone> defines any two-dimensional area within an image and is placed within its element 

<surface>. It is used to represent specific regions of interest within a picture, such as an 

illustration. This allows for more precise referencing and annotation of images. Because the 

coordinate space of a zone is defined relative to that of a surface, it is possible to provide 

multiple graphic elements and multiple zone elements within a single surface. However, it is 

worth noting that, when dealing with zones, the image selection process gains a heightened 

level of precision and consideration and can become quite time-consuming due to the level of 

detail and precision involved (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: The generic structure of the <facsimile> section of William Gell's Notebook no.6. 

3.3.2 Supporting tools: the Gell Annotator and the TEI Zoner 

Considering the wide range of visual elements present within William Gell’s diary, it 

was necessary to develop a specialized tool, named the Gell Annotator70. The latter was 

developed and customized by Tiziana Mancinelli to meet the specific needs of our project.  

The Gell Annotator is a fully browser-based tool, designed to automatically generate 

elements by marking points on an image. Its functionality closely resembles that of the TEI 

Zoner71 provided by the Text Encoding Initiative. However, the results obtained by the Gell 

Annotator are more tailored to the project, than those provided by the TEI Zoner due to several 

key features. Firstly, the Gell Annotator automatically generates a unique identifier for the 

attribute @xml:id, which is essential for linking elements to their respective sections within the 

XML document. Given the extensive number of zones and surfaces within the travel diary, this 

automatic generation of identifiers ensured that each element received a unique and non-

repetitive ID.  

Secondly, a difference relates to the type of attributes they output for spatial coordinates. 

The TEI Zoner produces @ulx, @uly, @lrx, @lry, a set of attributes that are specifically 

designed to define rectangular regions or bounding boxes within an element <surface>.  They 

represent the upper-left x (@ulx), upper-left y (@uly), lower-right x (@lrx), and lower-right y 

(@lry) coordinates of the rectangle, making them more suitable for regular regions of a writing 

surface. On the other hand, the @points attribute is more versatile as it allows for the 

specification of arbitrary shapes and polygons. The attribute’s value consists of a list of pairs 

of numbers separated by a space, where each pair represents the x and y coordinates of a point. 

The choice between the two sets depends simply on the nature of the spatial information that 

 
70 https://tmancinelli.github.io/gell-annotator/ . 
71 http://teicat.huma-num.fr/zoner.php . 

https://tmancinelli.github.io/gell-annotator/
http://teicat.huma-num.fr/zoner.php
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needs to be represented in the TEI-encoded document72. Another advantage of the Gell 

Annotator over the TEI Zoner is its efficiency in handling the data. While the TEI Zoner would 

require each folio of the diary to be individually uploaded, the Gell Annotator already contains 

the entire digitized content on the platform, significantly speeding up the process. However, the 

most significant feature that made the Gell Annotator indispensable for the project is its direct 

integration with the IIIF framework. Other than automatically providing the ID of each image 

for the @xml:id, it also automatically provided the URI identifying each image within the @url 

attribute of the <graphic> element (Figure 8). Such URIs are components of the IIIF Image API 

that are indispensable to request the visualization of the images.  

 

Figure 8: A comparison between the TEI Zoner and Gell Annotator outputs when identifying a zone of WG[MS]-6, 6. 

After completing the facsimile and the text section, we proceeded to connect the images 

with their transcript. This involved placing each zone and surface @xml:id value within its 

corresponding encoding in the <text> section, as a value of the @facs attribute, which had been 

intentionally left empty until this point. The value is additionally preceded by a # symbol, in 

TEI used as a pointer to reference another element or attribute within the document. 

  

3.3.3 The International Image Interoperability Framework (IIIF) 

In addition to the standard procedures, an extra step was required, which involved 

preparing the images for the edition by implementing the IIIF Framework. The International 

Image Interoperability Framework (IIIF) is a set of open standards proposed in late 2011 as a 

 
72 Music Encoding Initiative Guidelines (music-encoding.org)  

https://music-encoding.org/guidelines/v5/content/facsimilesrecordings.html
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collaboration between The British Library, Stanford University, the Bodleian Libraries (Oxford 

University), the Bibliothèque nationale de France, Nasjonalbiblioteket (National Library of 

Norway), Los Alamos National Laboratory Research Library, and Cornell University. The 

proposal resulted in the publication of the first 1.0 version in 2012. While maintaining control 

over digital assets represented a longstanding challenge for cultural institutions, IIIF has played 

a significant role in addressing these challenges by providing a new secure way for universities, 

museums, and cultural heritage institutions around the world to share digital artifacts online 

while retaining authoritative control over them (Cramer, 2011). 

 The success of the IIIF framework can be attributed to its underlying structure, which 

is built upon the foundation of Application Programming Interfaces (APIs). APIs, similar to 

user interfaces, are a set of rules and protocols. However, instead of facilitating interaction 

between users and software, APIs enable communication between distinct software 

applications. They function as a contractual agreement, delineating the modalities of interaction 

among software components and facilitating the exchange of data in a structured and systematic 

manner. This allows different software applications to exchange information without needing 

to understand their internal workings. APIs are widely used in modern software development, 

especially in the context of web development, where they allow different web services to 

interact with each other. In the context of IIIF, APIs provide a standardized way for different 

systems to request and retrieve images, allowing for interoperability between diverse 

repositories of digital images (Salarelli, 2017, 2-5). 

 The International Image Interoperability Framework operates based on two main 

software components: a server and a client. The server component is responsible for delivering 

digital objects to various sites on the web. It is typically managed by the institution that hosts 

digital images, in our specific case, the British School at Rome. It ensures that the access and 

usage of these assets are in compliance with legal and ethical standards, safeguarding the 

institution’s interests while promoting accessibility and usage. The server caters to client 

requests by delivering images in a format that adheres to the specifications of the IIIF Image 

API. The latter, a key component of the framework, defines how image servers deliver image 

pixels to a viewer and allows for the dynamic generation of images based on parameters 

specified by the client. This feature enables users to view images at varying levels of detail, 

sizes, color profiles, and qualities without the necessity to download the entire image file. 

Moreover, any manipulation of the image conducted by the client, such as zooming or panning, 
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does not alter the state of the original file hosted on the server. This ensures the integrity and 

preservation of the original digital assets while providing a flexible and interactive viewing 

experience for the user. 

 In addition to delivering image data, the server also discloses metadata and structural 

information about the resources via the IIIF Presentation API. This API, often referred to as 

the Metadata API, provides descriptive, rights, and linking information about a digital object, 

presented in a format intended for human interpretation, often in conjunction with the IIIF 

Image API. This additional information relates to the object, view or navigation structure to 

provide context to the user. Furthermore, the API is not just about providing metadata and 

structural information. For instance, it allows for the display of multi-page documents or 3D 

models using sequences or canvases, which represent ordered collections of images and the 

virtual space on which they are displayed, respectively. Moreover, the Presentation API 

supports the creation of layers and annotations both from the user and institution side, opening 

possibilities for user engagement and interaction, such as crowdsourcing projects (Salarelli, 

2017, 5-14). A notable example of the latter is the NLW Crowd-Welsh Heritage Crowdsourcing 

Projects73, an initiative of the National Library of Wales that invites the public to contribute to 

the interpretation and enrichment of their national collections. This platform uses the IIIF 

framework to enable volunteers to participate in various projects. One such example invites the 

public to annotate information about individuals they recognize in a collection of pictures dating 

back to the 1920s, resulting in a total of 21,338 annotated images.  

 All the information related to a single compound object, such as a book or a sculpture, 

is provided by a Presentational API within a resource file known as a Manifest, which is a 

JSON-LD (JavaScript Object Notation for Linked Data) file. The Manifest contains links to all 

the resources that constitute the IIIF item or are necessary for the client to present the content 

to the user, while JSON-LD is a lightweight data interchange format that extends JSON to 

support linking data and making it machine-readable. It supports Linked Data by mapping 

everything to globally unique URIs. The IIIF Manifest itself is accessible via a URL that points 

 
73 More information about the project can be found in blog.library.wales/a-crowdsourcing-platform-

for-wales/ and Main Site NLW · Homepage · NLW (llyfrgell.cymru) 

https://blog.library.wales/a-crowdsourcing-platform-for-wales/
https://blog.library.wales/a-crowdsourcing-platform-for-wales/
https://torf.llyfrgell.cymru/s/llgc/page/Home
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to the JSON file online. Finally, a IIIF tool, such as Mirador, can read and display such Manifest 

files74.    

 In the context of IIIF, a client75 is typically a user interface or application that interacts 

with the IIIF server to retrieve and display digital images. It sends requests to the server using 

the IIIF Image API for images, and the IIIF Presentation API to retrieve metadata and structural 

information about the resource. These requests to the server are sent via a Uniform Resource 

Identifier (URI), a unique sequence of characters that serves as a reference to a specific digital 

object on the web. In the case of William Gell’s Notebook no. 6, a unique URI has been assigned 

to each folio. The request also allows for the personalization of certain characteristics of the 

image, such as size, rotation and quality. The URI is composed of two main sections: one 

portion sends the image request, and the other specifies the characteristics of the returned image 

(iiif.io, 2020) (Figure 9).  

 

Figure 9: Illustrates the structure of the URI of WG[MS]-6, 1: the characteristics’ request will output a black and white image 

of folio 1 with a 90° inclination. 

 

Furthermore, the image request intentionally uses the same syntax as the ID tag found 

within the Manifest file that contains the metadata. This ensures that both the image and its 

associated information are presented together in a cohesive manner. In the context of our DSE, 

URIs to each image have been positioned within the @url attribute of the element <graphic>. 

 Other than simplifying the referencing of digital objects, URIs play a crucial role in the 

cultural heritage domain, where data needs to be frequently shared across various institutions 

or platforms. For William Gell’s Notebook no. 6 we have in fact integrated our images with 

 
74 https://iiif.io/guides/using_iiif_resources/  
75 How It Works — IIIF | International Image Interoperability Framework  

https://iiif.io/guides/using_iiif_resources/
https://iiif.io/get-started/how-iiif-works/
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supplementary resources provided by other institutions. These resources are also identified 

through URIs, ensuring a standardized method of referencing. The additional information, 

especially related to individuals and locations visited by William Gell, has been encoded within 

the XML file through what are known as authority files.  

3.4 Creating and linking lists of places and persons  

While encoding people and places within the transcripts, two separate Excel documents  

have been compiled with comprehensive data, encompassing both all the individuals with 

whom William Gell interacted and the locations he visited. These files were completed with 

additional information regarding their corresponding folios, proposed unique identifiers and 

links to authority files for referencing.  

3.4.1 Authority files: Wikidata and VIAF 

Authority files originate from the established practice of authority control introduced in 

information science, a process designed for organizing efficiently information in catalogues and 

archives. This practice involved the use of unique, distinct, and authorized identifiers for each 

topic, ensuring consistency and accuracy in reference (Daquino et al., 2019, 65-70).  

In the realm of Digital Humanities, authority files refer to the authority archives, crucial 

access points to information, created according to widely accepted standards and reference 

sources: «These archives act as organized clusters that gather all information related to a certain 

topic and provide reliable basis for consultation» (Bonanni, n.d.). Additionally, they play a 

crucial role in linkage and cross-referencing and form the knowledge base of a digital edition 

by providing supplementary historical, bibliographical, and geographical information about 

identified objects like in our case, places or people.  

Within our Excel file have been  incorporated two key resources: VIAF76 and Wikidata77. 

VIAF or the Virtual International Authority File, is an international initiative that provides 

reliable web-based identification of bibliographic agents. It serves as a comprehensive 

 
76 VIAF.  
77 Wikidata.  

https://viaf.org/
https://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Wikidata:Main_Page
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consolidation of multiple authority files granted by authoritative national bibliographic 

agencies for persons, corporate bodies, and geographic names. It provides a way to link these 

entities across various national authority files and in conjunction with the Integrated Authority 

Files (GND)78 provided by the German National Library (Deutsche Nationalbibliothek, DNB), 

represents the current standards for identifying individuals in digital editions (Bernauer et al., 

2024).  

Wikidata79, established in 2012 by the Wikimedia Foundation, serves as the centralized 

repository for structured data across all Wikimedia projects. Powered by the open-source 

software Wikibase, it creates items with a worldwide recognized and standard identifier. It 

collects data based on VIAF files, available bibliographic agencies, and other authoritative 

bibliographic sources. 

Both systems provide public data and serve as important tools for authority control in 

the semantic web, each with distinct roles and stakeholders. They are compatible with the 

RDF80 (Resource Description Framework) model, a standard framework for expressing and 

linking data on the web and adhere to strict authority control principles based on cataloging 

standards. VIAF’s limitations include selective source inclusion, which prevents a worldwide 

openness of the project to non-national libraries and cultural institutions, and a slow update 

system against errors. On the other hand, Wikidata, is based on a less controlled system and 

dependent on VIAF for identification; VIAF IDs are consistently recorded and updated in 

Wikidata items. Additionally, while VIAF allows users to query its RDF data using the SPARQL 

query language, federated SPARQL queries, which involve querying data across multiple 

endpoints, may not be directly supported by VIAF, but are a functionality supported by 

Wikidata. 

In summary, libraries primarily focus on Wikidata for Linked Open Data (LOD) and 

semantic discovery rather than authority control. Wikidata is increasingly crucial for 

synchronizing identifiers like VIAF and ORCID, contributing to a more interconnected research 

web (Bianchini et al., 2021, 19-22).  

 
78 DNB - The Integrated Authority File (GND). 
79 https://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Wikidata:Main_Page/Content/en  
80 RDF - Semantic Web Standards (w3.org).  

https://www.dnb.de/EN/Professionell/Standardisierung/GND/gnd_node.html
https://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Wikidata:Main_Page/Content/en
https://www.w3.org/RDF/
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3.4.2 The structure of <listPlace> and <listPerson>   

Encoding all names of people and places within the <text> section and organizing them 

in an Excel file was followed by encoding the <listPlace> and <listPerson> elements. These 

elements, typically placed in the TEI header of an XML-TEI file or in a separated file, serve as 

repositories for all occurrences of places and people respectively. Each individual has been 

denoted by a <person> tag, accompanied by an @xml:id which provided a manually defined 

identifier. This ID has been then linked to the corresponding person’s name in the <text> 

section, serving as the value of the @ref attribute, preceded by a #, similarly to the images. The 

<person> elements house a series of <persName> tags, each encoding a different reference or 

alias for the same individual. These tags include an @xml:lang attribute indicating the language 

of the reference, and a @sameAs attribute providing a link to the authority file. The structure 

of the encoding for places mirrors the encoding of persons, with the <listPlace> element 

containing <place> tags, each with a <placeName> and an additional <settlement> tag which 

specifies the country of the location (Figure 10). 

         

Figure 10: : An example of the encoding of Corunna (a municipality in Spain) within the <listPlace> section and <text> 

section. 

3.5 Challenges and opportunities of encoding: quality, structure 

and possible software limitations  

The encoding process of the diary presented a multitude of challenges, ranging from the 

limitations of the software and XML markup language to the complexities of maintaining code 

readability amidst a multitude of element and attribute combinations.  
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A particularly notable issue, well-recognized in the field, regarded the problem of 

overlapping hierarchies in XML when dealing with multiple layers of information. 

Manuscripts, being non-digitally-born objects, often resist fitting neatly into structured 

environments like the OHCO81 on which XML is based. A common occurrence in the diary 

was the spreading of labels and images across two pages82. This presented a dilemma in terms 

of how to accurately represent such instances in the encoding. It also raised questions about 

how these images should be linked to their corresponding zones in the facsimile, particularly 

when considering whether to treat them as a single, cohesive image. 

Similarly, representing bibliographic references also posed a unique challenge. Richard 

Ansell and Rosemary Sweet were able to identify the entire bibliography to which William Gell 

referred to in his later annotations. These references included summaries as well as copied 

portions of paragraphs or pages. At each occurrence, Ansell added a comment within the 

transcript notifying the bibliographical information regarding the reference and the pages from 

which it was taken. This information has been included at the end of each citation using a <bibl> 

tag. While Google Document’s comment feature allows for highlighting portions of text and 

accommodating overlaps without conflicts, such functionality is not available in XML. This 

limitation made it challenging to accurately represent the extent of text extracted from a book. 

There were instances where only a segment of an <ab> block, or a combination of segments 

from different <ab> blocks, were derived from a particular reference. In other cases, a small 

citation from one book was embedded within a larger excerpt from another. Multiple solutions 

were adopted, including comments designating the beginning and ending of a citation, but an 

efficient solution has not been found yet83.  

Indeed, the categorization of elements within the diary presented its own set of 

problems. While the creation of categories aimed to streamline the identification process, the 

unique characteristics of certain elements often blurred the boundaries between these 

predefined categories. Images, in particular, posed a significant challenge due to their diverse 

and multifaceted nature. An image could simultaneously possess features that aligned with 

multiple categories, making it difficult to assign it to a single attribute value. In such cases, it 

was necessary to decide and consider the predominant features of the image, its context within 

 
81 https://pittsburgh-neh-institute.github.io/Institute-Materials-2017/schedule/week_2/ohco.html . 
82 For example WG[MS]-6,18-19. 
83 The Appendix documents only the last decision regarding the encoding of bibliographic references. 

https://pittsburgh-neh-institute.github.io/Institute-Materials-2017/schedule/week_2/ohco.html
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the diary, and its relevance to William Gell’s narrative. This approach, while not without its 

difficulties, aimed to balance the need for systematic categorization with the recognition of each 

image’s unique attributes. 

Regarding the limitations related to the software, main difficulties related to transcribing 

the Arabic notes. The latter have been transcribed in both their original script and with the 

accompanying translation provided by Osaid Mdawar, a research associate working with 

Rosemary Sweet and Richard Ansell. The Oxygen XML Editor, a key tool in this process, 

offered a straightforward method to switch between right-to-left and left-to-right writing 

systems, which was accomplished by simply copying the Arabic text and pasting it within the 

transcript. However, we faced a recurring software issue despite the clear separation of the two 

systems by distinct elements, that is, using the <note type="arabic"> element for the original 

and <note type="translation"> for the English version. The issue consisted in getting the tags 

to visually merge, a problem that seemed to occur only when the Arabic text was placed before 

the English one. To address this challenge, it was necessary to place the English translation 

before the Arabic text. 

This experience highlighted the complexities that can emerge in such projects, 

especially when handling non-digitally-born items like manuscripts, which may not always 

seamlessly adapt to a new digital framework.  

In terms of the potential future directions for the project, there are several promising 

strategies that could further enhance the content of William Gell’s notebook. One immediate 

suggestion involves incorporating his materials related to the subject of Iberia beyond his 

notebook. This includes his essay The romantic history of the Arabs in Spain published in 1837 

shortly after his passing, the letters to Lady Blessington (1821-35) , discussing how he was 

revisiting his material in the Spanish notebook in preparation for his Spanish medieval romance 

and his sketchbook of Granada housed at the British Museum (British School at Rome, 2020). 

From a technological perspective, to maximize the utility of the diary’s data, an 

intriguing solution would be to make the material, especially after including all the other 

resources, searchable using an RDF query language.This process would involve converting the 

XML-TEI document into an RDF format by mapping XML elements and attributes to subject-

predicate-object triples. SPARQL, an RDF query language, is adept at querying complex 

patterns of data and relationships among data points, making it a powerful tool for data 
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exploration. Additionally, it enables semantic search, which is more accurate and relevant 

compared to traditional keyword-based search and allows for combined queries across different 

data sources. 

Considering the large amont of graphical content within the diary, it would be also 

beneficial to incorporate the 3-step model proposed by Martina Scholger for encoding graphical 

entities. This model was designed to encode both text and graphical components on a similar 

level of semantic meaning. It considers the graphical components that characterize the 

composition, the textual functions that describe the execution of illustrations, and the 

interpretation of the graphics and their contextualization with connected material and 

information. This approach would allow the genealogy of artistic concepts and illustrations 

documented in the notebooks to become traceable, providing an additional level of information 

(Scholger, 2019). 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, this thesis has explored the various processes necessary for the 

development of a digital scholarly edition, highlighting its potential for the academic research 

in enhancing accessibility and dissemination of scholarly content. 

DSEs, by being characterized by very flexible structures based on abstract and self-

contained models of data and metadata, allow a very efficient organization and retrieval of 

information that can not only incorporate diverse media types and a limitless amount of 

information, but can also be constantly updated, ensuring the inclusion of the latest research 

findings. As a result, the Notebook No. 6 documenting in detail William Gell's expedition to 

Iberia, has transitioned from an obscure record into a significant cultural artifact available for 

scholars and enthusiasts alike. 

Despite the multiple opportunities provided by DSEs, this thesis underscores also the 

importance of addressing various complexities to fully reach the potential of such materials. 

These complexities encompass the need for specialized technical expertise in data modeling, 

ensuring transparency in the workflow, and ongoing maintenance and adaptation to remain a 

viable resource. Additionally, ensuring the accuracy and completeness of annotations, 

metadata, and other scholarly content within DSEs demands rigorous quality control measures 

to maintain the credibility and reliability of these editions. Similarly, the decentralized nature 

of DSEs and online tools give rise to regulatory concerns, such as intellectual property rights 

and ethical considerations, which must be navigated effectively.  

Given these premixes, this work has been designed with the aim of providing 

fundamental information necessary for the development of a digital scholarly edition, from the 

analysis of the analog material to the application of appropriate digital tools and methodologies. 

For this reason, the chapter dedicated to the analysis of both the project and the Notebook no.6 

aimed to provide the original context, including the author’s intentions, cultural and historical 

background, and the original format of the work, as well as clearly stating the current goals of 

the British School at Rome, which are essential for accurate digital representation. Among 

these, several aspects needed to be considered while modeling the structure of the edition, for 

example the rich and diverse content contained within the diary, encompassing detailed 

descriptions of landscapes, historical events, cultural phenomena, and military actions. 
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Additionally, the incorporation of various mediums such as drawings, maps, sketches, and 

musical annotations underscored the need to appropriately represent these elements and create 

a digital platform capable of accommodating them. Moreover, Gell's specific focus on Muslim 

Spain, evident in his examinations of architectural buildings like the Alhambra, suggests the 

importance of providing contextual information and resources related to this topic  within the 

digital edition. 

The last chapter represented a practical demonstration of the theoretical knowledge 

accumulated throughout the previous chapters. A crucial aspect that this section delves into is 

the selection of Text Encoding Initiative (TEI) tags and their encoding within the <text> section, 

a process influenced by various factors such as the nature of the analog material, the goals of 

the project, time, budget, and the expertise of individuals involved. The chapter also emphasizes 

the importance of supportive tools in the encoding process. For instance, the Gell Annotator84, 

tailored for our project, automated tasks like zone coordinate encoding, increasing the 

efficiency of this process and allowing scholars to focus on other, more relevant, aspects of 

their work. Additionally, the chapter discusses some adapted computer science practices, such 

as version control systems like Git85, which may be unfamiliar to humanities scholars. Despite 

initial apprehension, these systems offer substantial benefits in project management and 

preservation, facilitating collaboration and ensuring the integrity of digital editions as well as 

the historical documentation of their development. Lastly, the project also presents the use of 

the International Image Interoperability Framework (IIIF)86, which standardizes image 

description and delivery over the web, supporting Linked Open Data and enhancing user 

interaction with high-quality images, facilitating access, collaboration, and preservation of 

digital image resources especially in the field of digital humanities. 

However, the chapter also acknowledges the challenges and limitations encountered in 

the development process, particularly in terms of technological constraints. The encoding 

process of William Gell's Notebook no. 6 presented difficulties, ranging from limitations of the 

adapted software and XML markup language to complexities in maintaining code readability 

amidst various element and attribute combinations. One significant issue related to the 

overlapping hierarchies in XML, especially evident when dealing with images and labels 

 
84 https://github.com/tmancinelli/gell-annotator  
85 https://git-scm.com/  
86 https://iiif.io/  

https://github.com/tmancinelli/gell-annotator
https://git-scm.com/
https://iiif.io/
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spreading across two pages in the diary. One challenging decision consisted in defining how to 

accurately represent such instances and how to link them to their corresponding zones in the 

facsimile. Similarly, representing bibliographic references posed an obstacle due to various 

levels of overlapping extracts, making it difficult in XML to accurately depict portions of text 

from their corresponding books. Categorizing elements within the diary also presented 

difficulties as certain elements blurred boundaries between predefined groups. Images, for 

example, possessed diverse features, often aligning with multiple categories simultaneously. 

Balancing systematic categorization with recognition of each image's unique attributes required 

careful consideration of its context and relevance to William Gell's interests.  

The entire encoding is currently available on GitHub87, however, as the project 

continues its collaboration with VeDPH88, modifications to its encoding structure may occur as 

part of ongoing development. For this reason, the final section of the chapter discusses some 

possible additional features that could make the edition even more informative and searchable, 

although these implementations are currently not planned to be included. One proposal involved 

including all William Gell’s materials related to Iberia in the DSE and making the content of 

the diary searchable via RDF query language. This process would entail converting the XML-

TEI document into RDF format, enabling more accurate semantic searches. The second 

proposal suggested also integrating Martina Scholger's 3-step model for encoding graphical 

entities to allow for the traceability of artistic concepts and illustrations documented in the 

diary, thus providing deeper insights into the content (Scholger, 2019). 

These suggestions were made considering the possibilities offered by current 

technologies. However, their application would require an additional analysis to determine to 

which degree they would benefit the digital scholarly edition of William Gell’s Notebook no. 

6, given the goals established by the British School at Rome (BSR). Indeed, any such 

application would necessitate additional expertise, resources, and tools to identify entities and 

their relationships in the XML data. It would require forming RDF triples and assign them 

additional URIs.  

Despite this, the digital scholarly edition of William Gell’s Notebook no. 6 already 

represents a rich, contextualized material for in-depth research and defines the balance between 

 
87 See Appenndix: 1- Overwiev . 
88 https://www.unive.it/vedph  

https://www.unive.it/vedph
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the need to preserve the integrity of the original diary and the need to make this material 

accessible to a wider public. It provides a searchable and analyzable digital text that also allows 

for the integration of Natural Language Processing (NLP) tools and techniques. Thus, while the 

potential benefits of additional encoding methods are worth considering, the current edition 

already serves as a robust and valuable resource. 
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Appendix: encoding guidelines 

1 - Overview 

These guidelines summarize the ongoing War, Travel, and Cultural Exchange: William Gell 

and the British in Iberia, 1750-1830 project practices for encoding in TEI P5 the Notebook no. 

6 of William Gell (1777-1836). The guidelines were most recently updated in December 2023.  

The encoded files are currently available at the following links:  

• List of places: https://github.com/tmancinelli/gell-XMLfile/blob/main/places.xml,  

• List of persons: https://github.com/tmancinelli/gell-XMLfile/blob/main/persons.xml, 

• Transcript of each folio: https://github.com/tmancinelli/gell-XMLfile/tree/main/xml. 

Currently, we encode each folio of Gell’s diary within a separate XML file. However, after the 

final revision, these individual files will be merged into a single comprehensive XML-TEI file. 

 

2 - Body text  

2.1 - Major structural divisions: <text>,<body>,<div> 

We record the transcribed text of each folio of Gell’s Notebook no.6 within the <front>, 

<body> and <back> elements: 

• <front>: contains all the front matters such as cover or table of contents. The element 

is optional but recommended if present. 

• <body>: contains the main content of the diary (journaling, reading notes). The 

element is required. 

• <back>: contains any back matters such as indices or glossaries. The element is 

optional but recommended if present. 

 

We incorporate additional <div> sections with the type attribute within each corresponding tag 

to delineate the content typology they represent 

   <text> 

      <front> 

         <div type="cover"> </div> 

         <div type="inlet"> </div> 

https://github.com/tmancinelli/gell-XMLfile/blob/main/places.xml
https://github.com/tmancinelli/gell-XMLfile/blob/main/persons.xml
https://github.com/tmancinelli/gell-XMLfile/tree/main/xml
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      </front> 

 

      <body> 

         <div type="spain"> </div> 

         <div type="portugal"> </div> 

         <div type="reading_notes"> </div> 

      </body> 

 

      <back> 

         <div type="cover"> </div> 

         <div type="index"> </div> 

      </back> 

   </text> 

 

2.2 - Page beginning and page numbering: <pb/>,<fw> 

The first element inserted in <div> is the <pb/> element (stands for page beginning). It 

includes the following attributes: 

• n representing the page numbering established by the editors, 

•  facs which refers to the corresponding page image. The value of the attribute consists 

of: # followed by the value of the xml:id of the corresponding <surface>. For 

example:  

If within <facsimile>: <surface xml:id="zone_Page_21"> 

Then in <text>: <pb facs="#zone_Page_21" n="021"/> 

We use the element <fw> (former work) to contain William Gell’s page numbering, if present, 

in the original document it is usually placed in one of the upper corners of the folio. In the 

encoding it should be placed after </pb>. 

 

2.3 - Diary entries: <ab> 

We use exclusively the <ab> element (which stands for anonymous block) to mark up any 

portions of text such as paragraphs or interrupted or fragmented sentences. In the case of folios 

with a very complex structure, we follow the order established by the editors’ transcription. 
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<ab> North of the Town [..] now destroyed </ab> 

 

2.4 - Poems and songs: <lg>,<l> 

Poems and songs are encoded using the <lg> (line group) and <l> (verse line). To distinguish 

songs from poems, use the attribute @type="song" for songs, while poems do not contain 

any attribute. If a song or poem includes a translation, it is positioned at the end of the entire 

poem or song, within a <note type="translation"> element. 

 

<lg> 

<l> Venid Vencidores </l> […] 

</lg> → poem/song ends here. 

 

<note type="translation"> 

<lg> 

<l> Come, Conquerors </l> […] 

</lg> 

</note> 

 

 

2.5- Margins and Columns: <cb/>, <note> 

Use the <cb/> empty element (column beginning) to mark the beginning of a new column of 

text on a multi-column page. This allows us to distinguish between margins and columns, 

following the distinction made by the editors. 

Encode William Gell’s marginal annotations using the <note> element, accompanied by two 

attributes:  

• type="marginal"  

• facs with the value referencing to the @xml:id of the corresponding zone within 

<facsimile> section.  

 

If within <facsimile>: <zone points="1860,1816 1844,2007 2551,2018 

2600,1816" xml:id="zone_Page_15_b9aef96a-36ff-4e91-ab32-

bf4d2c36eb58"/> 
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Then within <text>: <note facs="#zone_Page_15_b9aef96a-36ff-4e91-

ab32-bf4d2c36eb58" type="marginal">Coarse Granite</note> 

 

2.6 - Labels: <label> 

We use the <label> element for songs or poems’ titles or William Gell’s labels below 

illustrations.  

   <label> THE BATTLE OF BAYLEN </label> 

 

Warning! Unsolved issue: In case of labels divided between two folios, we currently copy 

both the present and missing part, then we put the latter within square brackets. E.g. FROM 

THE PALACE AT CINT[RA 1810] in folio 152 and then in folio 153 [FROM THE PALACE 

AT CINT] RA 1810. 

 

2.7 - Arabic annotations: <note> 

Encode Arabic annotations within a <note type="arabic"> element with a @facs 

attribute placing as value the @xml:id of the corresponding zone (same logic as in case of 

marginal notes). In case a translation is available, encode it in a <note 

type="translation"> and nest it within the <note type="arabic">. 

 

<note type="arabic" facs="xxx"> يحامي هكزا هبوز بن الحكيم يقول  

 <note type=translation> [translation here] </note> الأندالوز

</note> 

 

2.8 - Lists: <list>,<item> 

Lists have been encoded using the <list> element accompanied by the attribute 

rend="inline_numbered" in cases where the numbering was explicitly written by Gell. 

The list contains a set of <item> elements with the attribute @n, where the value represents 

the number of the item. Lists are both encoded within the original text written by Gell and the 

translation (if available). 

 

<list rend="inline numbered">  
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 <item n="1"> 1. […] </item> 

</list> 

 

Warning! Unsolved issue: When dealing with lists that span different textual divisions (for 

example, where half of the list appears within an <ab> tag and the other half in a marginal 

note), our current practice is to include the entire list within one of the two tags. 

 

2.9 - Distinct text: <hi> 

We utilize the <hi> element (highlighted) to identify letters that exhibit graphical 

distinctiveness compared to the surrounding text. This element is accompanied by the attribute 

@rend (rendition), with one of the following values: 

• "underline": indicates a portion of text written with a solid line beneath it, 

• "superscript": indicates characters that are written higher than the surrounding 

text,  

• Currently, we have encountered one occurrence of "encircled", 

• We do not differentiate between writing in ink and writing in pencil. 

 

2.10 - Lines ending paragraphs: <metamark>,<metamark/> 

Use the empty element <metamark/> to encode lines separating text portions, an example of 

a line ending a paragraph is present on folio 15 of William Gell’s Notebook no. 6 (Figure 11): 

 

                                      

Figure 11: BSR Library, William Gell Collection, WG[MS]-6-15.  

 

2.11 - Empty Space and deletion <space/>, <del> 

We have used only once the following elements:  

• <space/> to indicate a significant empty space (folio 156), 

• <del rend="overstrike"> to indicate a deleted portion of text. 

 

3 - Editorial Interventions 
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3.1 - Expanded abbreviations 

In cases where abbreviations are explicitly expanded by the editors, employ the <choice> 

element along with additional two nested tags:  

• <abbr> to represent abbreviations within the text, 

• <expan> to provide the expanded version of the word. 

 

<choice><abbr>N<abbr/><expan>North<expan/> 

 

3.2 - Editorial annotations, labels and translations: <note> 

Most editorial interventions are encoded using <note>. If the comment refers to a text 

contained in one element, it is inserted within such tag, otherwise it is positioned at the end of 

the interested group of tags. The <note> tag is also provided with attributes that specify the 

category of the intervention:  

• type="editorial" for additions, comments, corrections and other clarifications. 

In cases where erroneous content has been noticed by editors but not corrected, e.g. in 

case of spelling mistake, it should be simply encoded within a <sic> tag, 

• type="editorial_label" for provided descriptions of graphical content, 

• type="translation" for translations provided by editors (William Gell’s 

translations are treated as normal text and included in an <ab> tag). 

 

3.3 - Bibliographic citations: <bibl>  

Any bibliographic citation is encoded using the <bibl> element. However, in cases where 

the bibliographic reference is provided by the editor, it is additionally placed within a <note 

type="editorial"> element. 

 

Bibliographic citation provided by the editor: <note 

type="editorial"><bibl></bibl></note> 

 

4 - Content tagging  

Entities should be encoded within the <text> section and then grouped together in a 

<listPlace> or <listPerson> element, currently placed in two separate XML files.  
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4.1 - People, places and geographical entities: <rs>  

Within the <text> section:  

Use the <rs> element (referencing string) to tag all personal names and places or geographical 

entities present in the text. Here are exceptions:  

• If the translation of the text is available, use the <rs> tag exclusively within the original 

text, 

• Within reading notes and maps, we refrain from using the <rs> tag.  

 

<rs> element always includes the following attributes:  

• type="person" or type="place" that specifies whether the reference pertains 

to an individual or a location. 

• ref (reference): to the @xml:id of the corresponding <place> or <person> element. 

 

If within <listPlace> section: <place xml:id="acoruna"> 

</place> 

  Then within <text> section: <rs ref="#acoruna"> </ref> 

 

4.2 - Structure of <listPlace> section: <place><placeName><settlement> 

Contains a list of locations, each represented by a <place> and @xml:id. The value of the 

@xml:id is selected manually, generally consisting of the English version of the location’s 

name in lowercase. 

Each place can contain: 

•  multiple <placeName> elements for each relative or absolute name of the same 

location.  

This tag also includes the following attributes:  

- xml:lang to specify the language, 

- sameAs containing the link to its authority file. 

• <settlement type="country"> to specify the country to which the location 

belongs  
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Example:  

<place xml:id="ferrol"> 

      <placeName xml:lang="en" 

sameAs="https://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Q485329">Fèrrol</placeNa

me> 

      <settlement type="country">Spain</settlement> 

   </place> 

 

4.3 - Structure of <listPerson> section: <person><persName>  

Follows the same rules as <listPlace> but does not contain the <settlement> element. 

 

Example: 

<person xml:id="sir_john_moore"> 

    <persName xml:lang="en" 

sameAs="https://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Q711378">Sir Jon 

Moores</persName> 

    <persName xml:lang="en" 

sameAs="https://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Q711378">S<hi 

rend="superscript">r</hi> John Moors</persName> 

  </person> 

 

4.4 - Images: <figure> 

Within the <text> section:  

For any type of graphical content use <figure> with the attribute @facs. The value of the 

attribute @facs should be the @xml:id of the corresponding zone: 

  

If within <facsimile> section: <zone points="3247,1354 119,1305 

97,65 3280,81" xml:id="zone_Page_21_0ca12ee9-dd70-4b7a-

ae4e-25e82e7d4782"/> 

 

Then within <text> section: <figure facs="# zone_Page_21_0ca12ee9-

dd70-4b7a-ae4e-25e82e7d4782"> </figure> 
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Depending on the category of graphical content it can also contain the attribute @type with 

one of the following values:  

• type="print" for printed images, 

• type="sketch" for marginal sketches, 

• type="in_text" for sketches within text lines, 

• type="full_page" for full page images, 

• type="map" for printed or handmade maps. 

 

Add an attribute @rend="colored" in cases where the illustrations are colored. 

Don’t use the @type attribute for illustrations that introduce or separate two paragraphs 

(example Figure 12):                       

 

Figure 12: BSR Library, William Gell Collection, WG[MS]-6-16. An illustration dividing two paragraphs 

Example of encoding:  

<figure facs="#zone_Page_16_13d656b9-6e64-4a58-b7af-

7c1f12cb69c1"> 

<note type="editorial_label">Pen and ink drawing: 

fountain</note> 

<label>Fountain</label> 
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</figure> 

 

4.5 - Musical notes and lyrics: <figure>,<note>  

Encode musical notes in a manner similar to how we encode images, using the <figure> 

element. Specifically, within the <figure> element, use the @facs that points to the xml:id 

of its corresponding zone and a @type attribute with the value ‘score’, which designates it 

as a musical score. Additionally, when referring to lyrics positioned above or below the musical 

notes, use the <note> element with the attribute @type="lyrics". 

                             

                                    

  Figure 13: BSR Library, William Gell Collection, WG[MS]-6- 53. Musical scores with lyrics. 

Example: 

<figure type="score" facs="xxx"> 

               <note type="editorial_label">[Music]</note> 

    <note type="lyrics"> :mad los laureles que habeis 

merecido […] </note> 

</figure> 

 

4.6 - Structure of the <fascsimile> section: <surface>,<graphic>,<zone> 

The <facsimile> element is placed immediately after the <teiHeader> and before the 

<text> element. Within the <facsimile> we place all the <surface> elements, 

referencing image files. 

The Gell Annotator will generate automatically the content of the <surface>, composed of:  

• an empty <graphic> element containing the @url attribute with the link to the IIIF 

image, 

• an empty <zone> element with @xml:id and a @points attribute. In both cases the 

value is automatically generated through the Gell Annotator.  

Using the Gell Annotator select: 

•  marginal notes,  

• Arabic annotations,  
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• musical scores,  

• illustrations and any graphical content.   

Example:  

   <facsimile> 

      <surface xml:id="zone_Page_21"> 

         <graphic url="https://iiif.bsr.ac.uk/iiif/2/GELL-

VI%2Fwg_06_021.tif/full/full/0/default.jpg"/> 

         <zone points="3247,1354 119,1305 97,65 3280,81" 

xml:id="zone_Page_21_0ca12ee9-dd70-4b7a-ae4e-25e82e7d4782"/>  

         <zone points="10,2186 27,3731 3291,3786 3274,2208" 

xml:id="zone_Page_21_facf3f48-5741-47ee-b5af-25f836c27c39"/>  

      </surface> 

   </facsimile> 

 

 

4.7 - Dates 

Encode both dates and centuries using the <date> element, accompanied by one of the 

following attributes:  

• when: to provide a value of date in standard yyyy-mm-dd form. 

• notBefore and notAfter to encode centuries by providing a date range:  

Example:  

<date notBefore="1901" notAfter="2000">20th century</date>. 
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