
Recapturing the Scribe’s Editorial Practices in Digital Editions: 

Automated Proximity Analysis of Commentary Texts 

 

The Byzantine codices of the Homeric Iliad are multitexts: intentional scholarly 

juxtapositions of many interrelated texts. A digital edition of one of these codices must capture 

this web of interrelations and ideally make explicit the relations between texts that the original 

scribes left implicit, limited by the constraints of 10th and 11th century technology. 

The Homer Multitext has developed a standard for “image citation” that combines a rigorous and 

concise citation practice with a technological infrastructure supporting it. Using citations to 

images and regions-of-interest on images, expressed in URN format, we are able to work with 

images at any level of detail; this mimics the centuries-old traditions of citation and quotation of 

textual passages that we take for granted. 

In this paper, we will demonstrate how image-citation using machine-actionable URNs 

yields insights into the assumptions and practices of the Byzantine scribes who produced our 

Iliadic codices. 

On a given page of a manuscript, we find lines of the Iliad surrounded by different 

scholiastic texts. The initial focus of our editorial work is to catalogue the contents of each page, 

working from digital images. As a first step, they generate URNs identifying specific textual 

passages (Homeric poetry and commentary) on an image. The result is a two-column index of 

textual-citation ⟷ image-citation. They can then create an additional index of commentary-text 

⟷ Iliadic-text. 

From this data we can generate views of the data that illuminate scribal practice, even 

without actually producing electronic transcriptions of the text. Querying our indices, we can 

generate an XML document that lists for a given manuscript page: 



• Citations to each Iliadic line 

• Citations to Regions-of-interest for each Iliadic line 

• Citations to commentary texts commenting on each Iliadic line 

• Citations to Regions-of-interest for those commentary texts 

The regions-of-interest are expressed in terms of the left, top, width and height of rectangles on a 

digital image. It is then a matter of arithmetic to discover and visualize implicit relationships 

between text and commentary: in particular, how close, measured vertically, is a commentary 

text to the poetic line that is the object of comment? 

This paper will demonstrate this workflow, from querying the Homer Multitext’s data to 

generating quantitative and visual output of this information. We hope this example will be 

profitable to any scholar working on digital facsimile editions of complex ancient texts, and that 

this presentation will foster ongoing discussion of the potential of highly integrated image-based, 

data-driven scholarship. 

 


