
VisColl. A new model for the description of the collation of manuscripts and related tools 

When books are digitized, typically, photographs are taken for each folio (recto and verso), and, 

increasingly, also of the different views of the object (left and right cover, edges, and spine). Information on 

the order of items in these sequences of images is preserved as metadata and used for navigation in online 

viewers of digitized book materials and digital editions. Facing pages are also often shown together to 

represent the opening of the page in the original object. Sometimes, as for example in the digital edition of 

the Codex Sinaiticus,1 metadata and navigation allow to browse the images by quire, each group of images 

belonging to pages from the same quire having been mapped to a virtual gathering; no information, 

however, is recorded on which folios are physically conjoined, and then nested, to form the gathering 

structure. As it has been pointed out by Dot Porter (Schoenberg Institute for Manuscript Studies - SIMS, 

University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia) in a recent talk at the Parker Library (Cambridge, 26th March 

2018),2 the set of typical visualizations for digitized library materials (single-page view, double-page view, 

scroll view, and thumbnail view) are not an invention to deal with digital images of books, but they find 

their legacy in non-digital representations and reformatting of documents. The single-page and the double-

page view have their counterparts in physical facsimiles of manuscripts and image reproductions of books; 

the scroll view was the typical mode of browsing books that had been microfilmed; whilst the thumbnail 

view reminds us of microfiche images. Contemporary viewing of digital images of book materials is 

therefore not novel, however, these are not the only modes of accessing and navigating digitized books 

through digital means, and new ones that take into consideration the physical make out of the original 

objects are possible, and should be welcome.  

Books, in codex format, i.e. ‘collections of sheets of any material, folded double and fastened together at 

the spine, and usually protected by covers’,3 are formed of pages connected at the spine and not of floating 

pages in sequences, as portrayed in most digital projects. At the core of the technology of the codex lies the 

gathering (or quire), a ‘group of folded or single leaves which can be used either singly or with other 

gatherings to create a textblock’.4 The gathering is in fact the ultimate working unit of the codex.5 The 

gathering structure of books in codex format has been recognized as an important aspect to be recorded 

and described in catalogues of both manuscripts and early printed books, and this is traditionally 

accomplished through collation formulas. These are however not standardized, and come in a series of 

different flavours, depending of the tradition and the scholar.  

VisColl, conceived by Dot Porter in the early 2010s, tackles these issues. The original idea aimed at devising 

a new visualization tool to show the structure of the original codex, based on TEI6 manuscript descriptions7 
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where one typically finds both collation formulas or other descriptions of the gathering assembly, and 

digital images of each page. A prototype project8 was set in collaboration with Doug Emery (SIMS), Dennis 

Mullen (SIMS), and Alberto Campagnolo.9 The project took collation formulas from the TEI descriptions 

of manuscripts in the Digital Walters collection10; a parser was programmed to read collation formulas and 

transform them into XML11 files according to an ad hoc schema devised for the project; from these XML 

files, a series of XLST12 scripts would then generate SVG13 collation diagrams and webpages visualising the 

conjoined pages and their position within the gathering structure. This approach, proved difficult to scale 

up because, as mentioned, collation formulas are not standardized, and a new parser would need to be 

written for each style and adaptation of the formulas. Furthermore, manuscript quires can have complex 

structures, with sub-quires and haphazardly inserted leaves that are difficult to describe in collation 

formulas. To avoid these problems, in a second phase of the project, a collation modeller14 was 

programmed as a web service that through a series of web forms would guide the user in building collation 

models according to the project’s XML schema. The XML files thus generated could then be transformed 

with the usual pipeline of XSLT scripts. 

The project’s schema, however, could not model sub-quires, stubs, indicate the attachment method for each 

folio, signal the writing orientation (useful to visualize right-to-left manuscripts), and indicate uncertainties. 

A new schema needed to be devised to accommodate these complex modelling characteristics, VisColl 2.0,15 

turning the project more into a model rather than just a way to visualize collation information. The new 

model is based on the single folio as its building block (as opposed to the bifolio), and this allows to model 

very complex structures with sub-quires and single leaves. The attachment methods can also now be 

described, and uncertainties can be flagged at any step of the model. The new model has already been 

implemented into other project such as the Digital Tools for Manuscript Studies,16 EVT 2,17 and 

Bibliotheca Philadelphiensis.18 New features will include modelling and visualizing flaps and fold-outs, 

synoptic charts, page-level semantic tagging, and the use of the automated collation diagrams as data 

validation during modelling to secure better data being recorded. 
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