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Traditional role of codicological 
descriptions 

Tend to: 

● Formalize an approach to and vocabulary for 
understanding cultural artifacts 

● Provide an expert opinion on the origins and status of 
manuscript books  

● Serve as useful preliminary resources for researchers 
looking for information that will suggest which 
volumes, collections, and repositories are likely to 
reward further time and effort 

 



Characteristics of codicological 
descriptions 

Tend to: 

● Feature  highly specialized and specific 
vocabulary 

● Be written in  terse prose entries that make 
highly efficient use of space in printed books 

● Contain  abbreviations and formulae 

 





Types of users 
 

• Visitor to the library who wishes to 
use the description as a guide to a 
manuscript being consulted in 
person 

• Researchers studying the manuscript 
remotely  



New norms in digital environments 

 “In order to apply computer technology to 
humanities research, it is necessary to represent 
in machine-readable form the artifacts or objects 
of primary or evidentiary interest in the research, 
as well as secondary information used in the 
description, analysis, and interpretation of the 
objects.”  

   - Daniel Pitti,                    
“Designing Sustainable Projects and Publications” 

 

               

 



Three categories of information 

1) Dissemination of specialized knowledge 

● Remains relatively unchanged in digital environment... 
● But more easily searched, mined, disseminated 



Three categories of information 
2) Information pertaining to physical nature of manuscripts 

● Examples: physical measurements, collation, hair vs. flesh 
● In digital environments, serves as check on distortions (e.g., size 

is changeable in digital environment) 
● In digital environments, serves to catch errors - e.g., misnamed 

files, missing images 



Three categories of information 
3) Information previously designed to aid remote research. Here 
we see the most fundamental change: 

● Need to summarize physical appearance diminished with 
images 

● Precision and specificity of language of codicological 
descriptions now becomes useful in databases 

● Allows users to sort and see in context (e.g., number of folios 
vs. average, size vs. average) 

● Terms not easily adaptable to databases rendered searchable 
across corpus (e.g., “gauffered,” “cursiva formata”) 

● Descriptions become metadata 



One-to-many 
 

● Previous descriptions: one-to-
one relationship to book 

● Digital descriptions: one-to-
many relationship(s):  
○ Original book 
○ Descriptions 
○ Images 
○ Transcriptions 
○ Metadata 
○ …… and more! 

BnF, MS Latin 3884, fol. 2r 



Rationale of Hypertext  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                      Escape the bounds of the book to study the book! 

                        
 



Fredson Bowers, Principles of Bibliographical Description 



Which came first? 



Which came first? 


