Session 103

Editing from Medieval Manuscripts: Current Challenges and Debates

A roundtable discussion to be held at the 2011 annual convention 

of the Modern Language Association of America
Program arranged by the Committee on Scholarly Editions and the Old English Division
Thursday, January 6, 3:30–4:45 p.m

Platinum Salon H,  J.W. Marriott Hotel
Summary
Discussion of the theory and practice of preparing editions of medieval texts, taking into account the impact of web-based technologies and the needs of different users as regards such basics as the normalizing of punctuation.

Participants

•  Aaron J Kleist, Biola University
•  Roy M. Liuzza, University of Tennessee, Knoxville
•  Carol Braun Pasternack, University of California, Santa Barbara
•  Emily V. Thornbury, University of California, Berkeley
•  John D. Niles (moderator), University of Wisconsin – Madison
Longer Description

What are the chief challenges and opportunities currently facing editors of scholarly editions of medieval texts, given the recent ferment in the academy regarding editorial theory, textual authority, and the mouvance of texts?  How, in particular, are editors rethinking their roles now that technological advances offer the prospect of hypertext editions incorporating a variety of textual and extra-textual features, including full or partial facsimiles of medieval manuscripts? 



One perennial question, given how wildly the work of individual scribes varies in quality, is how fully (or how little?) editors should normalize medieval texts when presenting them in modern scholarly editions. Speaking concretely, what should such normalization entail as regards such basic but crucial details as orthography and punctuation? And how is this question affected by emergent technologies, as well as by recent controversies whereby advocates of  hyperconservative editions are in debate with those who favor more active editorial intervention? 



So that the discussion of these issues may be as productive as possible, this roundtable discussion features four speakers who share a common research interest in the earliest period of English literature (the Old English period, up to ca. 1200). The problems raised in the session, however, are of wide potential interest. Moreover, practical issues regarding the editing of early English texts have an impact that goes well beyond Medieval Studies, for specialists in all fields rely on scholarly editions of early English texts.



Each of the panelists will begin with a five-minute statement. After about another twenty minutes of responses among the panelists, the floor will be opened up for discussion.
Some Possible Talking Points
[While, given the constraints of time, it is not expected that all the following topics
will be addressed in Los Angeles, they are all seen as relevant to the session’s theme.]

Kleist:

•  What new lines of research do digital editions open for us?  Some editions feature texts that change dynamically over the course of centuries in different geographical regions: they are fluid, not static texts. What difference will it make to our work to be able to see clearly the story of transmission that hitherto has been printed in shorthand in a scholarly apparatus?

•  What should a digital edition look like?  Or, put another way: What will make a digital edition useful long-term?  In particular, what constitutes an effective online interface? What features are necessary to make it useful for students and scholars with wide-ranging research needs? To what extent should users be able to customize it for their own purposes? What elements are needed to guard it against obsolescence?

•  What is the best way to produce a digital edition, in actual practice? Might it be that one type of team (of prominent international scholars, for example) may be necessary to obtain funding, while another type of team (of local, full-time workers, for instance) may be more efficient for getting the work of coding done?

Liuzza:

•  Are the tools of traditional textual criticism — the establishment of a base text, the presentation of variants, etc. — useful models for digital editions? Does the freedom to include transcriptions of all surviving witnesses of a text relieve us of the need to distinguish between one version and another? And (this is part of the same question) what is the digital equivalent of the classic spatial organization of a conventional edition, with text above and variants below? 

•  Does the movement towards digital editing exclude some kinds of textual representation? In other words, are there some editions that are better off as printed texts? If so, will the overwhelming trend within funding organizations such as the NEH towards digital editions discourage certain kinds of useful work? 

•  What constitutes a “publication” for a digital edition?  How will the linking of ancillary material — MS images, commentary, related texts — be maintained in the changing digital landscape?  In the case of online publication, are publishers establishing stable and dedicated venues (and the support these require) for digital publication? Or are individual editors given that responsibility? 

Pasternack:

• What opportunities are offered by the web environment, including Web 2.0, to present editions that are open to and that explore “social reading” and that allow display of possible relationships not just between the text and other texts, but also between the text and its social or geographic environments — for example, by linking texts to a particular monastery and its other productions, its location, its residents, and so on?

• Will more ready access to ancillary materials (MS images, commentary, related texts, etc.) provoke new ways of thinking about what manuscript texts communicated?  Are there ways that coding this material might allow us to analyze these relationships more clearly, especially if editors of digital editions develop a standard way of coding ancillary materials and their relationships to texts?
• Are there particular issues that editors of bilingual or multilingual materials (e.g. manuscripts including both Old English and Latin) should take into account?
• As digital facsimiles are made more widely available, what are the implications of that development regarding access to actual manuscripts?  Obviously, published facsimiles have made access to manuscripts more difficult for the good reason that libraries wish to protect manuscripts from wear and tear.  But is this a satisfactory situation, seeing that handling original manuscripts is a tactile experience that may yield information that is otherwise unavailable?
Thornbury:
• How do people actually use electronic editions?

• How will the “personalized editions” enabled by interactive digital presentations of texts and manuscripts affect scholarship? (Part of the purpose of citing a published edition is that anyone who consults it will see the same thing. But this isn’t necessarily the case with digital editions.)

• What effect will the widespread availability of older editions via Google Books (and other digital libraries) have on the future of editing?

• How can (or should) editors present invisible texts (ur-texts, lacunae, oral sources)?

• Given the trend in disinvestment in humanities departments, should we begin devoting more energy to non-scholarly editions  — those intended for independent scholars and the reading public?

