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Presented here is an ontology that arises from work on the “Stemmarest” text tradition
repository (Andrews et al. 2019); more precisely, it is a report on an attempt to render a
functioning data model into an ontological framework, and a discussion of when and how
this ontological modelling falls short of the original data modelling activity. The purpose is to
propose an initial formalisation of the components of a critical edition-in-progress and the
logical relations that necessarily exist between them, and particularly the nature of the
constraints on those relationships. Note that there is no attempt to provide complete
answers to questions such as “What is a witness, and what forms can a witness take?”
Rather, we define the components of an edition only according to the functions that they
have with respect to the whole, particularly during the editorial process itself.

The topic might seem to stray perilously close to the question, "what is a digital edition?"
Many forms of answer have already been proposed for this question along all sorts of
different lines: some according to the steps that should be followed in order to create one
(Robinson 2012; Andrews 2012), some according to the nature of the text that results
(McGann 2010; Pierazzo 2017), sometimes according to the function(s) it should fulfil and
the affordances it should provide (Sahle and Vogeler 2014; Sahle 2016). Some approaches
have led to the conclusion that, for all that the new medium has been embraced, there is
not (yet) any such thing as a digital edition (Bordalejo 2018). We do not approach that
guestion directly here, but we do take some steps toward an alternative avenue of
approach, connected directly to software.

In tandem with the philological debates about digital editions, there is an ever-growing
collection of software produced for their publication and, in some cases, preparation (e.g.
Hagel 2007; Dekker and Middell 2011; Turco et al. 2014; Kahle et al. 2017; Dumont and
Fechner 2019). These tools have been built with assumptions that overlap each other but
also differ in several respects, not just about what an edition is, but what the components of
an edition are, how they interact with each other, and what constitutes a process of critical
edition. A compelling case has been made that these works of software development are,
themselves, scholarship (Zundert 2015). The creation of an ontology gives us an opportunity
to explore where there is scholarly consensus on what (digital) editing seems to entail, from
the perspective of those are carrying out substantial portions of that scholarship in code.

We can take the concept of “witness” as an example. Witnesses can come in a great many
forms: written or oral, fragmentary or whole, direct or indirect, handwritten or printed.
These characteristics are all essential ingredients in the formation of an editorial judgment
about the text, but not all of them have a functional role in a data model. Thus, in our
ontology, a witness is necessarily a more abstract entity. It is a carrier of one or more
versions of the text (generally one, though this version usually incorporates corrections,
marginal notes, or other pertinent alterations). If the version of the text has come down to
us, we speak of an extant witness; otherwise we speak of a lost or hypothetical witness. In a
few cases we might speak of a historical witness, when we have certain knowledge that a
particular version of the text once existed, but is no longer available.



We limit ourselves to these distinctions because they are the ones most logically relevant to
a few other sorts of objects in our model, primarily the stemma and the reading. A stemma
(or stemma hypothesis) is a graph that purports to describe the transmission of the text
over time, and will almost always refer to a combination of extant and hypothetical
witnesses. Stemmatic theory holds that (barring evidence to the contrary) hypothetical
witnesses should not be treated as though they ever had a historical existence (this follows
from the example of West 1973, 39—40). Ontologically speaking, therefore, they do not have
a direct relation to the tradition or any of its readings, but can only be properties of a
particular stemma; equally, a hypothetical witness labelled a in one stemma must not be
considered identical to a hypothetical witness bearing the same label in another stemma.
Extant witnesses to a tradition, on the other hand, are extant exactly because they contain a
sequence of readings belonging to that tradition; here there is a direct relationship between
the tradition and the witness, and here the witness is the same witness regardless of the
stemma in which it appears.

Although this sort of ontological reasoning is well-suited to expressing the logical and
consequential relationships between components of an edition, it does have its limits. An
example is readily found, again, in stemmatics. Insofar as ontological reasoning is concerned
with proving the logical consistency of a single universe of facts, it follows that there is only
one correct historical transmission of a text, and therefore only one correct stemma should
exist, in which one witness text may descend from another witness text but not vice versa.
In textual philology, however, competing stemmata (where, for example, one scholar
proposes that witness A descends from witness B, and another scholar proposes the
opposite) can be proposed, analysed, and debated. and our software can (and must) reflect
this scholarly reality despite the obstacle it would pose to a reasoner. This difficulty
highlights another fruit of the modelling exercise, which is to explore not only the
affordances, but also the limits, of our usual means of expressing logical models.

References

Andrews, Tara L. 2012. “The Third Way: Philology and Critical Edition in the Digital Age.”
Variants 10: 1-16.

Andrews, Tara L., Ido Gershoni Brunner, Jakob Scharer, Severin Zumbrunn, Joel Niklaus,
Ramona Imhof, Sascha Kaufmann, and Christian Veigl. 2019.
DHUniWien/Tradition_repo: End Version for SNF Project. Zenodo.
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo0.3241615.

Bordalejo, Barbara. 2018. “Digital versus Analogue Textual Scholarship or The Revolution Is
Just in the Title.” Digital Philology: A Journal of Medieval Cultures 7 (January): 7-28.
https://doi.org/10.1353/dph.2018.0001.

Dekker, Ronald Haentjens, and Gregor Middell. 2011. “Computer-Supported Collation with
CollateX: Managing Textual Variance in an Environment with Varying Requirements.”
In Supporting Digital Humanities. Copenhagen. http://crdo.up.univ-
aix.fr/SLDRdata/doc/show/copenhagen/SDH-
2011/submissions/sdh2011_submission_54.pdf.

Dumont, Stefan, and Martin Fechner. 2019. “ediarum — Arbeits- und Publikationsumgebung
fur digitale Editionsvorhaben.” April 2. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo0.2621062.



Hagel, Stefan. 2007. “The Classical Text Editor. An Attempt to Provide for Both Printed and
Digital Editions.” In Digital Philology and Medieval Texts, edited by Arianna Ciula and
Francesco Stella, 77—84. Pisa.
http://www.infotext.unisi.it/upload/DIGIMEDO6/book/hagel.pdf.

Kahle, P., S. Colutto, G. Hackl, and G. Mihlberger. 2017. “Transkribus - A Service Platform
for Transcription, Recognition and Retrieval of Historical Documents.” In 2017 14th
IAPR International Conference on Document Analysis and Recognition (ICDAR),
04:19-24. https://doi.org/10.1109/ICDAR.2017.307.

McGann, Jerome. 2010. “Electronic Archives and Critical Editing.” Literature Compass 7 (2):
37-42. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-4113.2009.00674.x.

Pierazzo, Elena. 2017. “Modelling Digital Scholarly Editing: From Plato to Heraclitus.” In
Digital Scholarly Editing : Theories and Practices, edited by Matthew James Driscoll,
41-58. Digital Humanities Series. Cambridge: Open Book Publishers.
http://books.openedition.org/obp/3399.

Robinson, Peter. 2012. “Towards a Theory of Digital Editions.” Variants 10: 105-131.

Sahle, Patrick. 2016. “What Is a Scholarly Digital Edition?” In Digital Scholarly Editing:
Theories and Practices, edited by Matthew James Driscoll and Elena Pierazzo, 19-40.
Open Book Publishers. https://doi.org/10.11647/0BP.0095.02.

Sahle, Patrick, and Georg Vogeler. 2014. “Criteria for Reviewing Scholarly Digital Editions
(Version 1.1).” Institutional Website. Institut Fir Dokumentologie Und Editorik. June
2014. http://www.i-d-e.de/publikationen/weitereschriften/criteria-version-1-1/.

Turco, Roberto Rosselli Del, Giancarlo Buomprisco, Chiara Di Pietro, Julia Kenny, Raffaele
Masotti, and Jacopo Pugliese. 2014. “Edition Visualization Technology: A Simple Tool
to Visualize TEI-Based Digital Editions.” Journal of the Text Encoding Initiative, no.
Issue 8 (December). https://doi.org/10.4000/jtei.1077.

West, Martin L. 1973. Textual Criticism and Editorial Technique: Applicable to Greek and
Latin Texts. Stuttgart: B. G. Teubner.

Zundert, Joris J. van. 2015. “Author, Editor, Engineer — Code & the Rewriting of Authorship
in Scholarly Editing.” Interdisciplinary Science Reviews 40 (4): 349-75.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03080188.2016.1165453.



