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1
Collecting Ourselves
Katherine Bode and Paul Longley Arthur

Digital humanities has become an influential and widely adopted term only in the
past decade. Beyond the rapid multiplication of associations, centres, conferences,
journals, projects, blogs, and tweets frequently used to signal this emergence, if
anything characterizes the field during this time it is a concern with definition.
This focus is acknowledged and reflected, for instance, in Matthew Gold’s 2012
edited collection, Debates in Digital Humanities. The debates surveyed are over-
whelmingly definitional: ‘As digital humanities has received increasing attention
and newfound cachet, its discourse has grown introspective and self-reflexive’
(x). Questions that Gold identifies as central to and expressive of the emerging
field include: Does one need to build or make things to be part of the digi-
tal humanities? ‘Does DH need theory? Does it have a politics? Is it accessible
to all members of the profession’, or only those working at elite, well-funded
institutions? ‘Can it save the humanities? The university?’ (xi).

The 2013 collection Defining Digital Humanities: A Reader (Terras et al. 2013) also
reflects this focus, bringing together historical and contemporary readings on the
act of defining digital humanities, many of which, not incidentally, are canonical
in the field. Other areas of activity are equally self-reflexive, including the field’s
various manifestos1 and the annual Day of Digital Humanities, where definitions
are crowdsourced and participants are asked to document through text and image
‘what digital humanists really do’. Despite this long-standing preoccupation, no
clear agreement on a definition has emerged beyond broad references to research,
teaching, and technical innovation at the intersection of humanities and comput-
ing. And within this broad description, commentators emphasize different aspects
of the intersection—historical, institutional, political, economic, or social—as the
aims and scope of digital humanities continue to be debated.

Why, then, is digital humanities so focused on defining itself, yet unable to
arrive at an agreed-upon definition? Many have assessed this situation from a pos-
itive angle. Gold, for instance, suggests that such introspection simply marks ‘a
field in the midst of growing pains as its adherents expand from a small circle
of like-minded scholars to a more heterogeneous set of practitioners who some-
times ask more disruptive questions’ (Gold 2012, x–xi). Alan Liu (2013) identifies
this focus as a characteristic that digital humanities shares with a number of past

1



2 Collecting Ourselves

fields, and thus, presumably, a relatively normal stage of development and matura-
tion. We could add that even the most mature disciplines have adapted and shifted
their boundaries in recent decades as the practices and rhetoric of interdisciplinary
research have extended the scope of traditional pursuits. The definitional debate
has also expressed many positive aims for digital humanities and the humanities
more broadly, including openness beyond the university; the importance of inter-
disciplinary and global connections, conversations, and collaborations; critiques
of established forms of hiring, peer review, and publication; and the importance
of valuing—and making a case for the value of—humanities scholarship.

Yet the coin has a negative side, too. The focus on definition has fed into
internecine and public battles about who is in and out of digital humanities—for
example, whether one needs to code, or just to ‘build’, or neither, to be con-
sidered a ‘digital humanist’ (Ramsay 2011). Such disputes make the field appear
cliquish and arguably occur at the expense of—or at the very least overshadow—
the actual work of doing digital humanities and advancing the field by showing,
rather than proposing or imagining, what can be achieved and discovered. This
criticism could be pushed further, as a number of commentators within and out-
side digital humanities have done, to describe the work in digital humanities thus
far as inadequate to constitute a field of humanities scholarship worth defining.

The most cogent and confronting expressions of this position come from
within digital humanities itself. For instance, Patrick Juola’s 2008 analysis of arti-
cle citations and author affiliations in the flagship journal Computers and the
Humanities (CHum) highlighted the ‘minimal’ impact of this research on main-
stream humanities research. Building on this critique, in 2011 Andrew Prescott
described digital humanities as too focused on internal debates—definitional,
institutional, and technical—and displaying a lack of engagement with critical
theory that left the field ‘perilously out of touch with the modern study of
the humanities’ (69). The result, Prescott argues, is a ‘collective failure to pro-
duce scholarship of outstanding importance and significance’ (63). Liu’s 2013
PMLA article encapsulated such criticisms as ‘the meaning problem’ in digital
humanities: the seeming inability for research in this area to move from data (or
textual models or visualizations) to arguments and interpretations that contribute
to knowledge and debates in the broader humanities.

The fact that major figures in digital humanities question whether the field has
made any real contribution is concerning enough; what makes these critiques even
more worrying is how closely they mirror earlier criticisms and supposed solutions.
Reflecting on the first 24 years of CHum, the same journal Juola analyses, in 1991
Rosanne Potter argued that most of its authors ‘let the computer define what to
look for, and the statistician define what was significant’ while ‘neglect[ing] read-
ing what others were doing and had done’; this ‘toddler and teenager thinking’
produced a lot of counting, but not much in the way of insights relevant to main-
stream humanities disciplines (427). A few years later, referring to this synopsis,
Mark Olsen—like Prescott—diagnosed the urgent need to ‘address the issues sur-
rounding the general failure of our discipline to have a significant impact on the
research community as a whole’ (1993/1994, 309) by engaging with contemporary
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theoretical insights and approaches.2 The fact that the same problems—and pur-
ported solutions—remain despite more than two decades of work and a name
change (from humanities computing) indicates the complexity of the ‘meaning
problem’ for digital humanities.

A number of chapters in this collection continue and develop these and other
critiques (see, for example, Bode and Murphy, Robinson, Rossiter, and Turnbull).
But Willard McCarty’s description of digital humanities’ shortcomings is especially
sobering, in part because his chapter was originally delivered as a lecture upon
receiving the Busa Award, the most prestigious recognition of digital humanities
scholarship offered by the Alliance of Digital Humanities Organizations:

Make no mistake: we are surrounded by mature, subtle civilizations of enquiry,
whose intellectual resources dwarf our own in volume, variety, and sophistica-
tion . . . . We need far more than the luck of the moment, dozens of sessions at
the MLA, THATCamps everywhere, millions of tweets, thousands of blogs, and
so on and so forth. We need resonance with the intellectual cultures of the arts
and humanities . . . and [of] the techno-sciences.

McCarty points to fear—of our confrontation with ‘the uncanny otherness of com-
puting’ (this volume, 294) and of our being unable to emerge unscathed from this
encounter—to explain why digital humanities (and humanities computing before
it) has not achieved the stature of other areas of inquiry.

These criticisms of digital humanities provide a potential answer to the question
of why the field has been so focused on definition, and why agreed-upon defini-
tions, despite this effort, have not emerged. Instead of occurring at the expense of,
or overwhelming, the work of doing digital humanities, it may well be that defi-
nition has been pursued as a stand-in for the insights and discoveries the field is
not providing. Pursuing this line of reasoning, perhaps the unprecedented atten-
tion that digital humanities has received in recent years accounts for the current
fever pitch of definitional debate. Heralded as the ‘next big thing’ (Pannapacker
2009)—or even just ‘the thing’ (Pannapacker 2011)—by many within and outside
the academy, and even put in the position of saving the humanities from its own
crisis of meaning (Liu 2013), the focus on definition may be an attempt to pro-
vide something—anything—for those who look to the field for salvation at a time
of institutional and financial pressure, and even epistemological and ontological
crisis.

This collection was conceived in the context of such criticisms of digital
humanities—with the aim of advancing the field beyond definitional debates to
show, rather than describe, what digital humanities is, what it can do, the con-
tribution it makes to humanities research, and the role it can play in the future:
its research, theories, and methods. To attempt this ambitious contribution, we
embarked on the collection with two main ideas. First, rather than predetermine
the areas we believed to be part of digital humanities, we sought contributions
from a wide range of scholars who had self-identified with the field by attending
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the inaugural conference of the Australasian Association for Digital Humanities at
the Australian National University in Canberra in 2012.

The result of this self-selecting approach is a collection that traverses some
of the field’s key fault lines. Indeed, quite unintentionally, the resulting col-
lection demonstrates the broad version of digital humanities—its areas of need
and promise—that Liu has been mapping out and advocating for a number of
years (2011). Describing digital humanities from an ethnographic standpoint,
Liu (2013) points to media studies—concerned with new media objects and net-
worked, visual, and multimodal work—and traditional humanities computing—
focused on technical questions and support—as neighbouring tribes to the core
digital humanities, which arises mainly from traditional humanities disciplines
and is predominantly concerned with textual materials as well as the examina-
tion and value of the old. This collection unites members of these ‘neighbouring
tribes’ to demonstrate the importance of traditional and new scholarly objects and
methods for digital humanities.

As is appropriate, given the emphasis internationally on literary studies in dig-
ital humanities research, that discipline provides one focus for this collection.
However, such literary scholarship extends from established humanities comput-
ing areas of digital scholarly editing and stylistic analysis to book history and
quantitative literary history. Moreover, these literary chapters sit alongside, and
resonate productively with, a wide range of chapters relating to new media stud-
ies and theory, as well as contributions from researchers in film studies, history,
cultural heritage, and even astrophysics. In addition, far from lacking the ‘critical
awareness of the larger social, economic, and cultural issues’ at stake in humanities
research (Liu 2011, 11)—a charge frequently levelled at digital humanities—
this collection demonstrates a clear focus on relations of power and inequality,
including their relation to gender, nationality, and global capital. Finally, while
incorporating researchers from across the globe, the collection’s origins give it an
Australasian inflection, showcasing work from Australia, New Zealand, and Japan,
and thus providing an important addition and corrective to the North American
and European focus of many previous edited collections.

The second way we endeavoured to advance digital humanities beyond defini-
tion was to request contributions that did not merely describe digital humanities
projects and methods but made an original contribution to research. The result is a
collection of arguments, analyses, findings, and theories of relevance and value to
multiple areas of the humanities. Such research has importance far beyond what
it says about digital humanities, and we end this introduction by describing some
of the specific ideas and arguments presented. Collected together, these chapters
clearly demonstrate (rather than describe) the capacity of digital humanities to
function as a site of rich conversations between and across disciplines.

What this collection also reveals, and what is particularly surprising given the
diverse range of topics explored, is a set of significant commonalities in the
approaches used and, more essentially, in the epistemological questions posed.
Not all of these commonalities are new to our understanding of digital humanities,
with themes such as the power of ‘big data’, the relationship of ‘close’ and ‘distant’



Katherine Bode and Paul Longley Arthur 5

reading, and thinking through building all much discussed in recent years. Yet
deployed in ways that advance our understanding of the world and our place in
it, these common themes begin to indicate some of the intellectual possibilities
of digital humanities: that is, not only how digital humanities can contribute to
humanities disciplines, but what it does differently from these disciplines, and
why and how this difference is important in understanding and analysing human
culture and society now and in the future.

The core commonality that emerges is the centrality of collections as a product
of, resource for, object of, and epistemological challenge in digital humanities
research. While the meaning of collections has expanded in the digital age—here
including digital archives and libraries as well as collections of images, documents,
words, and metadata—its centrality to the humanities is long-standing. As the
authors of Digital_Humanities write,

Collection-building and curation have remained constants of humanistic
knowledge production from remote antiquity through early modern courts
to the academics of the Baroque era to late nineteenth century universities
where chairs were typically associated with research collections. These domains
became disjointed from the mainstream of scholarly practice only during the
late print era, and are once again becoming integral to many forms of Digital
Humanities practice.

(Lunenfeld et al. 2012, 32)

Rather than simply continuing a tradition, the chapters in this book exemplify and
interrogate how digital collections are motivating new ways of doing research—
and indeed, of thinking—in the humanities.

The critical potential of data-driven analysis to enable new perspectives and
insights provides another common thread. In a wide range of topics—including
Harlequin Romance fiction (Elliott), the operations of Australian cinemas (Maltby
et al.), and the ‘digital human’ created in assemblage with the smartphone
(Coté)—these chapters demonstrate the capacity of data-driven analysis to indi-
cate patterns and conjunctions that could not otherwise be perceived, and which
enable us to understand cultural phenomena in revealing and challenging ways.
As well as seeing culture from a ‘distance’, a number of contributors integrate
data-rich analysis with exploration of particular instances: whether this means
using data to highlight phenomena that are explored further by ‘analogue’ means
(such as interviews, archival research, or textual analysis), or moving iteratively
between these two levels of analysis. In combining what has been called ‘close’
and ‘distant’ reading, such research brings together modes of analysis that are in
some quarters seen as paradigmatic of a supposed opposition of humanities and
digital humanities, and takes a step that Liu (2013) identifies as vital for solving
the ‘meaning problem’ in digital humanities.

Another commonality across the collection is a focus on thinking through build-
ing. While also an established theme in digital humanities—developed in discus-
sions of the role of knowledge representation and modelling in the field—chapters
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in this collection realize the potential of this process by showcasing the intellec-
tual, critical, and theoretical outcomes that thinking through building enables.
The emphasis, in other words, is as much on thinking as on building, and these
chapters highlight the iterative or dialogic movement between building and think-
ing, as models or prototypes prompt new questions and arguments that in turn
motivate the creation of new models or prototypes, and so on. In his chapter
in this collection, McCarty expresses ambivalence about the critical potential of
modelling—a form of thinking through building that he himself did much to
clarify—for digital humanities research, because it is ‘unable to do more than work
through consequences of interpretation that had already happened—elsewhere
by other means’ (this volume, 293). The work that follows shows the continuing
importance and vitality of this approach, which in shifting our perceptions by
degrees supports interpretations that would not be possible otherwise.

A key reason why the chapters in this collection succeed in using building
to move beyond existing ways of thinking points to another commonality: an
explicitly self-conscious and critical approach to the nature and implications of collec-
tions. As Julia Flanders explores in this volume, the current remediation of our
cultural heritage into digital forms provides the opportunity to interrogate our
assumptions about, and approaches to, collections before they become ingrained,
normalized, and ultimately invisible. A number of chapters take up this challenge
by highlighting the methodological and epistemological challenges and potential
of analysing mediated objects, from mid-eighteenth-century documents used in
the border negotiations between Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Finland (Eide),
to the collective of Australian Twitter users (Bruns et al.) or national biographi-
cal datasets (Arthur). While Prescott criticizes digital humanities as atheoretical,
even antitheory, if theory is ‘a reasonably systematic reflection on our guiding
assumptions’ (Eagleton, cited in Prescott 2011, 68) then theorizing is precisely
what the authors in this collection are doing. By interrogating how the organiza-
tion of knowledge shapes what and how we can think—and using this awareness
to imagine new modes of organization and, hence, new modes of thought—an
explicitly self-conscious approach to collections manifests a dynamic mode of
theoretical work.

A final commonality among chapters in this collection is a way of working that
we term ambitious generosity. Ambition is clearly apparent in the scale and aims
of these projects. Whether opening new areas for research or providing resources
to reinvigorate and transform existing areas of scholarship, or the humanities as
a whole, the authors in this book think big about the critical potential of digi-
tal techniques and technologies for humanities research. Much of this ambition
relates to the focus on collections, which render these projects large in conception
and membership, frequently involving not only a single researcher, or even a team
of researchers, but multiple collaborators, many of whom will never meet or even
know of each other, working on the same collection and thus contributing to the
same broad agenda of expanding knowledge in a particular area or field.

What is remarkable about the ambition on display here is how closely and con-
stitutively it is tied to generosity, a feature that is again intimately associated
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with the centrality of collections to such research. While the collections that
underpin many of these projects were created to pursue particular questions or
interests, they are also intended to support and enable a much wider range of
research areas and approaches—and to be used by others, including academics
as well as citizen scholars beyond the academy. Indeed, many of the chap-
ters in this volume deliberately blur the distinction between these two groups,
whether by creating resources that refuse to privilege traditional academic forms
of knowledge or by proposing systems that make such knowledge practices acces-
sible and employable by all. In their ambition and their generosity, and in the
dynamically theoretical modes of scholarship the following chapters demonstrate,
the authors involved in the research presented here collectively position digital
humanities as moving beyond a concern with itself to making a productive—and
potentially transformative—contribution to our knowledge of the world and our
place in it.

∗ ∗ ∗

While united by these common threads and a focus on research findings, the
collection is divided into four sections representative of particular fields of
investigation or topics of analysis. The first of these—‘Transforming Disciplines’—
features digital research from the traditional humanities disciplines of literature
and history. In ‘Exercises in Battology’, Mark Byron demonstrates how a digital
edition of Samuel Beckett’s manuscript Watt—itself part of a large-scale col-
laborative project to digitize the complete manuscripts of Beckett’s published
literary oeuvre—both extends the complexity of, and clarifies, this important
work. As well as being necessitated by the extensiveness of the manuscript, a
digital edition has important benefits for hermeneutic and textual criticism: for
instance, Byron shows how moving between ‘textual features at different orders
of magnitude and in various modes’ can provide insights—for instance, into
characterization—not previously possible (this volume, 16).

Tomoji Tabata’s ‘Stylometry of Dickens’s Language’ also analyses a canonical
literary figure—in this case, Charles Dickens. Tabata uses mining techniques for
stylometric differentiation and forensic analysis of text to provide a foundation
for deeper understanding of Dickens’s language. Dickensian keywords and mark-
ers are contrasted with those in the works of his contemporary Wilkie Collins,
and Dickens’s works are compared with a large reference set of eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century texts. Arguing against the value of culling techniques such as
clustering, Tabata applies a machine learning approach using the Random Forests
classification algorithm to show how Dickens’s language can be distinguished and
to identify the elements that constitute Dickensian style. Jack Elliott’s analysis,
‘Patterns and Trends in Harlequin Category Romance’, moves us to the realm
of mass-market fiction, using bibliometric and stylometric methods to provide
a number of important insights into this industry, including its authorship and
production practices. In particular, Elliott’s analysis of changes in the titles of
these novels challenges the long-standing and prevailing view of the industry
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as static—offering a particular type of product and message to a specific type of
reader—by identifying seismic shifts that significantly alter the narrative on offer.

In ‘The Printers’ Web’, Sydney J. Shep describes the collaborative and interdis-
ciplinary creation of a multidimensional digital biography of nineteenth-century
printer Robert Coupland Harding, which is simultaneously an investigation into
global print culture via the common practice of cut-and-paste journalism. Such
journalism—presented as a predigital manifestation of open access as well as of
viral texts and transnational readerships—is frequently described metaphorically
as a network, web, or kaleidoscope. This project shows how digital methods and
tools can be employed to investigate concrete manifestations of these hitherto
metaphoric concepts by exploring the movement of texts through space and time,
as well as the operations of a specifically printing-based culture and the life of an
important historical figure. Paul Longley Arthur’s chapter, ‘Biographical Dictionar-
ies in the Digital Era’, approaches biography from a different perspective, reflecting
on the complex transition from print to digital of a major national biographical
dictionary and its reconceptualization as a virtual environment for social history
and network analysis. This case study refers to historical, cultural, and technical
factors to demonstrate how digital approaches have enabled a shift of empha-
sis away from the individual, focusing instead on tracing networks of associated
lives—and in the process opening up new questions for biographical scholarship
and extending the conventional role of biographical reference works in the digital
environment.

The second section, ‘Media Methods’, presents digital humanities investigations
into various forms and practices of media, both new and established. In ‘Digital
Methods in New Cinema History’, Richard Maltby, Dylan Walker, and Mike Walsh
describe and demonstrate a transition from film studies to new cinema history,
where analysis of quantitative data shifts the focus from individual films, con-
ceived as texts, to cinematic events and their circulation and consumption in local
and global markets. Focusing on the AusCinemas database, the authors challenge
prevailing assumptions about the history of cinema—for instance, the cause of cin-
ema closure in Australia and that market’s relationship with America—while also
describing their experiments with crowdsourcing—their successes and failures—as
a means of progressing such research and moving it beyond the academy.

The critical potential of data-rich analysis is also key to ‘A “Big Data” Approach
to Mapping the Australian Twittersphere’ by Axel Bruns, Jean Burgess, and Tim
Highfield, which takes a new approach to analysing Twitter, moving beyond dis-
crete cases and investigation of particular topics and events via hashtag studies to
explore the larger networked context in which this communication occurs. As the
first attempt to identify, extract, analyse, and visualize the breadth and depth of
a national portion of the Twittersphere, this study both explores key method-
ological challenges faced by large-scale analysis of proprietary systems and—in
showing the distribution of particular topics across a wider network—analyses
the operations of the Twittersphere and formation of social groups and identities
online.
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In ‘iResearch’, Mark Coté reports on an experiment that captures big social data
(BSD) on mobile social media use in everyday interaction and communication.
He argues that the data-constituted digital human—defined as ‘a methodological
covalence in the BSD database’ and in terms of ‘the human as always already in
a constitutive relationship with technology’ (this volume, 137)—should be a vital
object of study in digital humanities. In particular, as we become ‘native speak-
ers’ of technological syntax, BSD emerges as a cipher or a mediation of the digital
human, thus providing a key area for understanding contemporary cultural her-
itage, society, and ‘the structural complexity of the digital human and its cultural
forms’ (this volume, 132).

In ‘Screenshots as Virtual Photography’, Christopher Moore uses visualiza-
tions of the movement of video game screenshots—‘a ubiquitous form of visual
communication’ (this publication, 141)—across social media platforms to inves-
tigate online identity formation and curation. The questions prompted by this
process motivate new visualizations, investigations, and questions in a dialogic
process that uses visual modelling as a basis for theorizing. Moore arrives at
a conception of screenshots that challenges traditional hermeneutic and phe-
nomenological interpretations derived from photography and instead highlights
the performativity, materiality, affect, and motility of this form of online commu-
nication.

While apparent throughout the book, an explicitly self-conscious, critical
approach to collections—whether of metadata, images, documents, or words—is
foregrounded in the third section, ‘Critical Curation’. In ‘Rethinking Collections’,
Julia Flanders uses the language of modelling to situate the creation and coher-
ence of collections not as neutral or standardized practices but as activities laden
with specific intentions and driven by specific questions. Identifying the network
and the patchwork as two dominant models for collections, Flanders consid-
ers the epistemological implications for the digital humanities of their different
modus operandi: the former emphasizing connection, seamlessness, total commen-
surability, and increasing harmonization; the latter, assemblage, negotiation, and
transaction.

This networked view of collections has the potential to support the positivist
view of data—as truth or fact—that Katherine Bode and Tara Murphy critique
in their chapter, ‘Methods and Canons’. These authors analyse critical attention
paid to Australian novelists and the issues of canon formation and cultural value
relating to such judgements. However, to avoid the common association of data
analysis with truth and comprehensiveness, Bode and Murphy publish their data
along with a detailed account of the assumptions, arguments, and values that
were involved in its creation. The approach they model emphasizes data’s status
as outcome, rather than unquestioned and unquestionable basis, of argument.

In ‘Reading the Text, Walking the Terrain, Following the Map’, Øyvind Eide
likewise highlights the distance between, rather than equivalence of, data and the
material world. Specifically, he employs computer modelling of maps and texts
to identify and investigate the limitations of each as modes of representing the
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landscape. As Eide notes, all humanities scholars are aware that every medium
has the capacity to represent only certain aspects of reality. However, modelling
provides an enhanced understanding of both the nature of representation and
mediation and how such systems play out at the micro level.

In ‘Doing the Sheep Good’, Deb Verhoeven investigates the role of databases
in contemporary scholarly practices and knowledge formation. Far from being a
neutral intervention, the ‘production, organization, and communication of data’
(this volume, 207) can encode its own implicit value system, fundamentally influ-
encing how data is used and reused and the resultant conclusions that can be
drawn. The author refers to case studies that link digital humanities with creative
arts research, within and outside the academy, arguing for deeper and extended
forms of engagement between modern academic work and wider publics.

In ‘Materialities of Software’, Ned Rossiter analyses the ways in which compu-
tational parameters increasingly mediate the production of knowledge, both in
digital humanities itself and in the interests of global capital. According to Rossiter,
existing computational methods—graphs, charts, digital maps, and so on—
operate within and therefore have difficulty perceiving, let alone critiquing, the
self-referentiality of data. In making a case for the need to invent new methods—
relating to graphic design, game development, and digital visualization—Rossiter
posits a mode of data analysis that resonates with Flanders’s suggestion of a
patchworked approach to collections: specifically, one that focuses not on equiva-
lences or similarities—which ‘integrate and make uniform data’ in ways that erase
geocultural differences—but on ‘sites . . . where interoperability breaks down’ as
data rubs up against political, social, geographical, and material disruptions (this
volume, 228).

In the book’s final section, ‘Research Futures’, scholars who have for many years
worked at the intersection of humanities and computing reflect on failings of the
past to propose directions for the future. Peter Robinson’s ‘Digital Humanities’
criticizes the dominant current model for digital humanities research—focused in
centres and dependent on external funding—as unsustainable and argues instead
for a future where an underlying infrastructure enables individual academics as
well as scholar citizens to create and enrich materials over the Web. In ‘Margins,
Mainstreams and the Mission of Digital Humanities’, Paul Turnbull asserts the
need to challenge ingrained cultural mistrust of digital resources and technolo-
gies, while questioning the extent to which digitally based humanities research
should be seen as distinct from the wider activities of humanities research that are
increasingly informed by, and often integrally reliant on, the use of digital media
and technology.

The major challenges and opportunities for digital humanities in the future are
also the focus of the final two chapters, both of which have been published previ-
ously, Alan Liu’s in French online journal Ina, and Willard McCarty’s in LLC: The
Journal of Digital Scholarship in the Humanities. In ‘The Big Bang of Online Read-
ing’, Liu identifies online reading as equivalent for the digital humanities, and
the humanities more broadly, to the ‘big bang’ in physics: an event unleashing ‘a
multiplicity of forces, materialities, forms, and dimensions’ (this volume, 275). Liu
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argues that the resulting reconfigurations—of the media; of materiality; of literacy,
in its sensory and social manifestations; and of cognition—together constitute a
new research object in relation to which the digital humanities can offer important
approaches and interventions.

In ‘Getting There from Here’, McCarty argues that the major challenge for digital
humanities in the future is to realize we cannot avoid, and must instead embrace,
being changed by the otherness of computing. Resting in—rather than retreat-
ing from—‘the posthumanizing juncture where computing meets the humanities’
will not divorce us from ourselves but help us to discover ‘what it means to be
human’ (this volume, 306). By showcasing new approaches that harness not only
the power of data but of our own humanity—in various forms of collectivity
and ambitious generosity—this volume signals some of the ways in which digital
humanities can work at this intersection, advancing discussion beyond a concern
with definition to provide methodologically critical and dynamically theoretical
modes of humanities research.

Notes

1. See, for example, A Digital Humanities Manifesto (Manifesto) and its more recent mani-
festation, A Digital Humanities Manifesto 2.0 (Manifesto 2.0), as well as Digital_Humanities
(Lunenfeld et al.).

2. Similar arguments and observations had been outlined by Olsen (1991) and Kenny
(1992).
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Part I

Transforming Disciplines



2
Exercises in Battology
Digitizing Samuel Beckett’s Watt

Mark Byron

Literary scholarship on the work of Samuel Beckett is cresting a wave brought
about by the new availability of significant primary material—particularly the
notebooks in which Beckett recorded his reading notes and early fragments of
literary composition (Nixon and Van Hulle 2013; Nixon 2011; Feldman 2006b;
Pilling 1992, 1999; Maxwell 2006; Bryden et al. 1998), as well as published vol-
umes of letters (Beckett 2009, 2012). This heightened documentary awareness
in Beckett studies has stimulated renewed attention to such hermeneutic mat-
ters as text structure, continuities of themes and tropes in Beckett’s reading and
note-taking, and the varieties of citation and allusion in his texts. Analogous
forms of literary scholarship and critical interpretation also flourish, including
a series of monumental annotative studies of specific Beckett texts (Pilling 2004;
Ackerley 1998, 2005; Ackerley and Gontarski 2004). Consequently this activity
has provoked new insights into aspects of Beckett’s composition processes and
the material state of his manuscripts and published works. Manuscript docu-
ments in particular provide a broader and richer framework within which to
describe the Beckett ‘text’ as a literary event or process. Current efforts to dig-
itize these documents and provide authoritative transcriptions of them compel
acute reflections on the status of Beckett’s texts and the editorial methods ade-
quate to the task of establishing and representing them in scholarly editions.
The narrator of Samuel Beckett’s 1953 novel, Watt, neatly captures this tension
between diachrony and formal repetition in narrative form and textual structure
when he states: ‘Watt’s sense of chronology was strong, in a way, and his dislike
for battology was very strong’ (Beckett 1959, 165). Such an observation resonates
alongside attempts to conceptualize and mark up complex narratives for digi-
tal presentation in scholarly editions. Textual criticism and hermeneutics have
still to catch up with some of the formal and structural experiments of Beckett’s
texts.

Of the richly various experimental literary works of Modernism, Watt enjoys a
singular reputation for its complex, fragmented narrative structure. Its emblem-
atic status as an avant-garde challenge to literary convention is manifested in its
many footnotes, musical scores, ‘manuscript’ perforations in the narrative, and
extended prose sequences of ‘battological’ prose. This textual-material endowment

15
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is clarified further when the novel’s very extensive manuscript archive is taken into
account. This repository comprises nearly a thousand pages of drafts, revisions,
and substantial narrative divergences from the published text. The manuscripts
are famous in their own right as aesthetic objects—they are densely illustrated
with Beckett’s ‘doodlings’—but very few scholars have read or studied them
at any length, preliminary to any attempt to measure their evolution against
published editions of the novel. The logic of a digital edition of this complex
manuscript material is clear: to provide coherent ways of mapping the net-
work of confluences and divergences between manuscript and published text,
as a first, critical step towards exploring their semantic and hermeneutic impli-
cations. The sheer size of the manuscript record provides sufficient reason for
digital representation, but a well-designed digital framework can go further: it
can illuminate patterns and complexities in the material not otherwise readily
evident in analogue form, presenting textual features at different orders of mag-
nitude and in various modes (visual, statistical, diagrammatic, linguistic, and
so on). This foundation opens up possibilities for further hermeneutic analysis
and textual criticism, extending and challenging the ways in which this text
and its manuscript have been understood both conceptually and as material
objects.

The digital edition of the Watt manuscripts constitutes an early module in the
Samuel Beckett Digital Manuscript Project (BDMP)—a large, international project
that aims to digitize the complete manuscripts of Beckett’s published literary works
(Van Hulle 2011). Current work on the Watt module already suggests new modes
of viewing and understanding the novel’s narrative. The complex and often very
subtle relationships between elements of the manuscript text—many of which
do not appear in full or at all in the published text—are eminently conducive
to digital display. The digital edition provides the careful reader with a more
precisely calibrated appreciation for the reticulated networks of reference, asso-
ciation, and narrative lines in the manuscript material, and the implications of
their recycled, revised, or omitted status in the published text. Such a digital
remediation of archival documents provides benefits beyond the practical reach
of print-based editions: the ability to visualize complex networks of citation and
association across a large manuscript brings schematic focus to an otherwise bewil-
dering document. Features such as multiple-page views aid in visualizing phases of
composition, where doodles on verso pages, for example, often correlate to fluent,
fractured, or otherwise distended prose on facing recto pages. XML-encoded infor-
mation regarding patterns of emendation (the location of inserted material on
the page, the nature of deletions, patterns of differently coloured inks, and so on)
provides the tools by which to quantify, collate and interpret highly imbricated
narrative material.

What kinds of benefits might accrue to the reader of such an edition? Watt
is Beckett’s most perplexing novel, presenting a turbulent text surface and a
series of reticulated narrative digressions and redundancies. Consequently it has
not received the same intensive critical attention as his other novels, despite its
pivotal function as the transitional phase between the author’s youthful, Joycean
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displays of learning (More Pricks Than Kicks, Murphy) and the mature investigations
into subjectivity and identity (Molloy, Malone Dies, The Unnamable) for which he
became famous. Watt also marks the shift in Beckett’s language of composition,
from English to French. Although written in English, the manuscript contains
numerous Gallicisms and other grammatical and syntactic tendencies bearing a
French linguistic imprimatur. The obvious merits of the Watt digital manuscript
consist in providing mediated access to complex primary materials, opening up
new zones of hermeneutic inquiry and textual scholarship in Beckett studies. But
the potential benefits and consequences of the digital edition extend further: to
the context of Modernist scholarship more generally (particularly the famous ‘doc-
umentary turn’ of recent years), to the theory and practice of textual scholarship,
and to the ways in which these fields each negotiate the potential challenges and
opportunities of the digital sphere.

By digitizing the eccentric manuscript of an elliptical, avant-garde text, the
structure and content of its physical archive may be better understood, to a
degree equalled only by a direct appraisal of the physical documents, offering a
schematic account of their codicological and semantic features. A clearer under-
standing of the fractured and fragmented nature of the composition also situates
Watt more precisely with regard to Modernist experimentalism and literary frag-
mentation. The literary fragment has, in a sense, always been a central fact of
textual scholarship: from the preservation of ancient literary and biblical texts
in papyrus fragments (such as the Nag Hammadi Library, or Oxford University’s
online Oxyrhynchus Papyrus project at http://www.papyrology.ox.ac.uk/POxy/),
to the complementary discourses of fragment and ruin that shaped the contest
between Classicism and Romanticism in the eighteenth century (McFarland 1981;
Seyhan 1992; Harries 1994), to the disintegrations and dismantlings of literary
forms and genres in the twentieth-century transatlantic avant-garde. The Watt dig-
ital edition provides a model for how these fragments, documents, and texts relate
to one another, but also raises questions of how they calibrate with larger modes
of experimentalism in Modernist aesthetics, and how textual scholarship might
respond to these basic challenges to the literary artefact in adequate scholarly
editions.

The BDMP is an important experiment in evaluating the relative value and
costs of digital tools and methods in scholarly literary projects more generally.
It is an evolving case study in how such digital innovations might function
with traditional scholarly methods (such as stemmatics and philology), as well as
ways in which newer methods are being developed (such as genetic editing tech-
niques and corresponding Text Encoding Initiative [TEI] protocols). The enormous
potential for digital literary scholarship dwells in large part in the scale-changing
implications of large-batch processing of information—although this notion of
rendering the literary artefact into raw data can catalyse scepticism towards large-
scale (and costly) computer-aided humanities research. The present task is to
strengthen a middle ground in scholarly practice and digital design, where digi-
tal humanities and traditional scholarly methods might interact productively and
thus extend their respective zones of capability. In his review of The Evolution of
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Texts (Macé et al. 2006), Tuomas Heikillä takes stock of the rapid advances in digital
methods in textual scholarship:

There has hardly ever been a period during which textual scholarship (or
philology) has seen so many new challenges and opportunities as in the
past few years. The computerization of the study of texts—be they ancient,
medieval, or modern—the use of digital images, and the transformation of the
concept of ‘edition’ have all played their part.

(2007, 298)

Heikillä observes how computer-aided approaches to stemmatology reconfigure
the theoretical and empirical landscape. He delineates the virtues of cross-
disciplinary experimentation in developing new stemmatic and philological tools,
such as phylogenetic methods adapted from biology and information theory. But
these intersections work most effectively when digital methods are directed by
critical insight: Heikillä notes that in one experiment described in The Evolution of
Texts—in which a range of methodologies were deployed to attempt the genera-
tion of a stemmatic record of an artificial manuscript tradition—the obvious utility
of digital tools when applied to very large datasets did not eclipse the accuracy
and elegance of classical methods in stemmatology. A critically reflective digital
(or analogue) edition is predicated on elegance of design, utility of function, and
the explanatory power of its conceptual models, whether cutting-edge, classical,
or hybrid.

Reading with the Watt digital edition

The Watt digital manuscript edition aims to provide a mediated primary resource:
the fullest representation of the Watt manuscript notebooks, housed at the Harry
Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin, made accessible by way
of an intuitive web interface (beckettarchive.org). The digital reproduction of
the manuscript may be visualized in several ways—thumbnail images, parallel
image-text functions, close-up images—and interacts with the XML-encoded tran-
scription via a scrollover transcription function. The many doodles are presented
schematically, recording their relationships with corresponding text material.
These features allow for a more nuanced reading experience of the manuscript and
illustrate how digital mediation can facilitate complex aspects of philology: stem-
matic relationships between elements of a single document; the architecture of a
literary object within a preliminary and evolving material form; and the complex
interactions between word and image, often spatially disconnected or obliquely
linked conceptually, otherwise invisible to all but the most assiduous codicologist.
Examples of the word-image relation are abundant. Many of Beckett’s doodles
comprise humanoid figures, directly reflecting the evolution of the concept of
character in the manuscript, and geometric figures visualize the permutative logic
of several extended narrative phases.

The nearly 1,000 pages of Beckett’s manuscript were composed from 1941 to
1945, mostly in the town of Roussillon in Vichy France following Beckett’s abrupt


