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C O M P U T E R S E C T I O N 

Data Bases v. Critical Editions 

Manfred Thaller* 

1. Editions and Computers 

Histor ica l s tudies as we k n o w them today, are t he result of a long de
v e l o p m e n t . M a n y of the phases of th is history of His to ry could have taken 
place differently, wi thou t c h a n g i n g the ou tcome in to some th ing , we would 
not recognize any m o r e . Indeed , l ike happiness , h is tory still m e a n s very 
different th ings to different peop le — what could scarcely be observed 
be t te r a n y w h e r e else t han at such a large-scale mee t ing of h i s to r i ans as the 
congress at K a l a m a z o o . Subjects and m e t h o d s of h i s to r ians a re so diffe
rent , tha t , indeed , some of us m a y find themse lves m u c h m o r e closely 
related to our col leagues from other d e p a r t m e n t s t han to h i s to r i ans f rom 
o ther subdisc ip l ines . 

W h a t d is t inguishes his tory as an academic discipl ine from pure ly spe
cula t ive wr i t ing abou t the past , is its claim to present t he t imes gone by in a 
way, wh ich can be cri t icized not because of a par t icu la r l i terary taste, but 
because wha t soever has been said about an earl ier epoch can be checked 
with t he he lp of the sources quoted as the firm g r o u n d upon which a 
pa r t i cu la r thesis has been bui l t . So a lmost the only deve lopmen t of the last 
few h u n d r e d years, which could not have been left out , w i thou t chang ing 
his tor ical s tudies in to s o m e t h i n g which we would not recognize any m o r e , 
is the process tha t let from the cri t icism applied by L. Valla to t he dona t ion 
of C o n s t a n t i n e to the critical ed i t ions of today. Indeed , i t would be hard to 
imag ine , wha t medieva l h is tory would be l ike in t h e Un i t ed States, if i t 
would no t be possible to h a v e significant d o c u m e n t s of the t r ansa t l an t i c 
past on ones ' shelves, bu t one would have to cross t he At lan t ic every t ime , 
when one in t ends to consul t a cha r te r , t he only copy still res iding in the 
coffers of some nob le househo ld . 

* Address all communications to: Manfred Thaller, Max-Plancklnstitut für Ge
schichte, Hermann-Föge-Weg 11, D-3300 Göttingen. 
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His to r i ans have always been lovers of the pr in ted word; whi le first loves 
tend to l inger on , however , the scarcely stay exclusive: and par t icular ly 
du r ing the m o r e recent decades, h is tor ians became increasingly interested 
in o the r types of sources , too . Th ink of collect ions of medieval pictures , of 
admin i s t r a t ive relicts l ike account books and the l ike. Qu i t e a few of these 
new types of source have put up considerable obstacles for t rad i t iona l edi
t ing techniques : few of us would doubt , e.g., that the edi t ions of necrologia 
pr in ted in the 19th century , are of m u c h less value today, than edi t ions of 
the s ame t ime deal ing with mater ia l which conta ins m o r e subs tant ive text, 
l ike cha r t e r s . W h a t all t he types of source mater ia l which are and have 
been used, have in c o m m o n , i s scarcely m o r e than tha t the cons t i tu te i n 
f o r m a t i o n s a n d a substant ia l p ropor t ion of the life of every his tor ian is 
spent in t ry ing to re t r ieve the in format ion needed from a vast collect ion of 
potent ia l ly re levant corpora . 

We, today, l ive in what has been called the »age of i n f o r m a t i o n s are 
going t h r o u g h wha t i s supposed to be the i n f o r m a t i o n r e v o l u t i o n s Small 
wonder , tha t from the very first conferences on the applicabi l i ty of com
pu te r t echnology to the H u m a n i t i e s onwards , the quest ion of how to use a 
c o m p u t e r to re t r ieve quickly a needed item of in format ion out of a vast 
heap thereof has been a centra l concern of h is tor ians (1). A n d let me jus t 
r e m i n d briefly, tha t the very first of them all, the Index Thomisncus of 
Padre Busa (2) dealt wi th a task which is a lmost an editorial one: how to 
m a k e the wr i t ings of Aqu inas most readily available to the academic com
mun i ty . 

So we would expect , tha t the c o m p u t e r would have a significant impact 
u p o n a discipl ine which is so in t imate ly related to the retr ieval and the 
h a n d l i n g of i n fo rma t ion . H a s it? O n e can scarcely doubt , par t icular ly if 
looking at t he o the r » c o m p u t e r sessions« of this congress, tha t data pro
cessing has m a d e its impac t . His to r ians do not only read books ; they also 
wr i te t h e m . A n d whatsoever m a k e s the life of ano the r wr i te r easier im
proves also t he lot of the au tho r of a historical study. Still one might 
wonder , if th is impact is not a l i t t le bit superficial . Wri t ing a book , we are 
p resen t ing a result: t he significance of the scholarly edi t ion is with the 
conduc t ing of research, not the publ ica t ion of its f indings . Th i s is not to 
doubt the impac t of compu te r s : historical studies, which have produced 
the i r resul ts wi th t he he lp of statistical or o ther software, exist in ever 
increas ing n u m b e r s . 

The re does exist a s t range tendency, however . Most h is tor ians , which 
justify the use of c o m p u t e r technology in the in t roduc t ion of a book or 
projec t repor t , do so by h in t ing at the very large a m o u n t of source ma te 
rial , wh ich exists for the i r topic of research. This , it is said, could not be 
cont ro l led wi thou t using e i ther statistical abs t rac t ion, or the ability of the 
c o m p u t e r to per form searches quickly in vast heaps of mater ia l , or bo th . 
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W h e n one c o m p a r e s t h e actual sources , upon which the f indings are based, 
one s o m e t i m e s gets the impress ion , however , tha t the t rad i t iona l h i s tor ian 
has a t endency to use m o r e sources , than his c o m p u t e r us ing col league. 
These sources a re analyzed and used m u c h less intensively of course: ap
pea r ing in single quo ta t ions , or used jus t as addi t iona l i l lus t ra t ion for a 
subt le po in t . T h e m o r e heavily a s tudy uses the c o m p u t e r , however , t he 
m o r e it concen t r a t e s usuall ly u p o n a single central source, or at least u p o n 
a very precisely defined corpus of s imi lar sources , which than are analyzed 
m u c h m o r e intensively , as, e.g., by a statistical type of p resen ta t ion . T h e 
reason for th is is, tha t in some ways the c o m p u t e r using h is tor ian is in t he 
s i tuat ion of t he days before the a p p e a r a n c e of the scholarly edi t ion: before 
you can use t he power of c o m p u t a t i o n a l tools on a source, you have to 
t r ansc r ibe i t comple te ly -- as you had to, w h e n all a h is tor ian could base 
his f indings u p o n was, wha t soever he could copy by pen from the mater ia l 
m a d e accesible to h im by the benevo lence of a local archivis t . 

This s i tua t ion exists, t hough in t he last twenty years t he re have probably 
been very few fund ing proposa l s which did not m e n t i o n i t as an a t t rac t ive 
side effect of t he respect ive pro jec t , tha t i t would m a k e par t icu lar ly im
p o r t a n t source mate r ia l m o r e easily accesible to the academic c o m m u n i t y , 
i f that mate r ia would be tu rned in to m a c h i n e readable fo rm. T h e r e exist a t 
least t h r ee reasons , these p romises seem never to have been kept : 
1) First ly, mach ine - r eadab le data abstract t rad i t iona l ly very much from 

the source ; very m u c h m o r e so, in most cases, t han a p r in ted ed i t ion . 
Very often i t seems to be m o r e easy to go t h r o u g h the original source 
than to try and unde r s t and , wha t precisely a given conven t ion of tur
n ing a h a n d w r i t t e n list in to a statistical code actually impl ies ; jus t 
besides t he po in t , tha t , even if the mach ine - r eadab l e data are well do
c u m e n t e d , th is process of abs t rac t ion goes so far, tha t h i s to r i ans will 
qui te ins t inct ively doubt if they are no t led astray by a misunders tan 
ding of the mater ia l c o m m i t e d by the person w h o en te red i t in to t he 
c o m p u t e r at first h a n d . 

2) Secondly, whi le software so lu t ions , which avoid these p rob lems , allo
wing t h e en t ry of a source m o r e or less ve rba t im, exist, these software 
so lu t ions t end to be purely local; so, if you do not have the specific 
p r o g r a m , i t is a lmost imposs ible to use the mach ine - r eadab le ma te r i a l . 
A n d even if you have it, the c o n v e n t i o n s which are used for t he struc
tu r ing of t he data are inhe ren t ly m u c h m o r e complex than the con
ven t ions wi th t rad i t iona l , numer i ca l ly coded mate r ia l . So, even if you 
have t he sof tware avai lable , i t can be so c u m b e r s o m e to u n d e r s t a n d 
how, precisely, a given por t ion of t he text has been t u r n e d in to a 
m a c h i n e r eadab le i tem, that once again i t may be easier to tu rn to t he 
original source t h a n trying to u n d e r s t a n d how i t has been p repa red . 

3) T h e th i rd ques t ion is finally a quest ion of accessibility. Let 's a s sume we 
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have a data b a n k , which conta ins short in fo rmat ion on every person in 
a given region of, say, the 9th century. At first glance th is seems to be a 
tool , which should be b o u n d to fascinate everybody work ing about th is 
t ime: you find a n a m e s o m e w h e r e in a d o c u m e n t and within seconds 
you know, where this n a m e occurs again. Unfor tuna te ly , before these 
seconds start , t he re are somet imes a few t h o u s a n d miles to cross, to 
reach this data base system; and , even if you are al lowed and able to 
access it via a ne twork , this still impl ies to learn a specific c o m m a n d 
language for these single enquiry . 

Today, the re exist at least two approaches to i m p r o v e upon this situa
t ion : 

1) On the one hand , t h a n k s to the efforts of T h e o d o r e Brunner and the 
Packard Humanities Institute, there exists the i n s t rumen t of the The
saurus Linguae Graecae, ho ld ing every G r e e k text tha t has been writ
ten before the year 600; avai lable on the Ibycus Scholarly Computer 
(3), a dedicated work stat ion type of m a c h i n e , wh ich could very well be 
afforded by a research ins t i tu t ion . 

2) On the o ther h a n d , the Research Library Group is cur ren t ly a model 
for improved access to certain types of historical in format ion on the 
publ ic ne tworks , wi th the project of t he Medieval and Early Modern 
Data Bank (4), wh ich will be presented at th is congress . T h o u g h we 
a d m i r e these approaches very m u c h and would not dare to dispute 
the i r e n o r m o u s mer i t s , we would l ike to po in t out , tha t both of t hem 
geared towards t he solut ion of relatively specific p rob l ems , whi le the 
general s i tuat ion we described initially can be improved upon only, if 
we provide addi t ional tools for research. 

In t he first case we th ink , tha t the s i tuat ion of the Thesaurus Linguae 
Graecae is un ique , because it is dedicated to the t r ea tmen t of a large, but 
l imi ted corpus : if you coun t the bits and pieces, all the surviving texts of 
anc ien t Greek will p robably add up to less, t han the holdings of even a 
single small local a rch ive for the 14th century , say in F landres . We th ink 
therefore , tha t whi le it is scarcely possible to overes t imate the usefulness of 
a tool l ike the T L G , it is a model of research, which can not be appl ied to 
o ther areas, where t he sheer v o l u m e of the re levant source mater ia l is at 
a n o t h e r magn i tude . Even the most obscure text of G r e e k , which has sur
vived from the , say, 3rd century , is re levant for a relatively high percen tage 
of the section of the academic c o m m u n i t y deal ing with ancient G r e e k at 
all. T h e n u m b e r of researchers w h o would be in teres ted, say, in the ac
count book of a pa r t i cu la r monas te ry is i ncomparab ly smal ler and it would 
be out of the quest ion to organize a dedicated research setup to create a 
works ta t ion- type da tabase to fur ther research upon a specific town , t he 
con ten t of which would be interest ing only to a small n u m b e r of local 
h i s to r ians . Still such account books have been publ i shed and m a n y local 
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archives have the i r own series of source edi t ions ; wh ich are used, not 
f requent ly , but over a long t i m e by researchers w h o casually b rowse 
t h r o u g h the collect ion of sources the i r ins t i tu t ion holds to find example s of 
para l le ls to or dev ia t ions from the specific pa t t e rn of events they are do ing 
research u p o n . 

In the second case, ou r a r g u m e n t has to be m o r e subt le ; or not subt le a t 
all , because after all it seems to us to be a quest ion of money . W h i l e we 
agree, of course , tha t t he re are central sources , wh ich should be m a d e 
avai lable centra l ly — such as the ones wh ich will be d e m o n s t r a t e d at this 
congress - - we have the s t rong impress ion , tha t t he vast ma jo r i ty of hi
storical sources is of a type, which will be so infrequent ly consul ted and 
takes up such a large a m o u n t of s torage, tha t it will be no t so economica l to 
keep those mate r i a l s o n l i n e . 

2. The Concept of a Historical Workstation 

To solve these p r o b l e m s and con t i nu ing after p rev ious projec ts , a t t he 
MaxPlancklnsTirut für Geschichte a concep t has been developed for a 
mul t i -pu rpose works t a t i on , which should be dedicated to the k ind of pro
b l e m s which are specific for academic work in historical research . In the 
fol lowing p a r a g r a p h s we would l ike to descr ibe this concept and repor t on 
the cu r r en t state of its rea l iza t ion . After th is , we will focus on one of it's 
aspects , t he ques t ion , how m a c h i n e readab le ed i t ions could be p rov ided ; 
how, tha t is, wi th in such a larger concept the difficulties descr ibed above 
could be solved. To p rove , that this is no t jus t a concept , bu t a w o r k i n g 
pro jec t , we will t hen short ly in t roduce five i m p o r t a n t con t r ibu t ions to
wards such a col lect ion of m a c h i n e readable edi t ions , wh ich are avai lable 
a l ready for publ ic d i s t r ibu t ion : each of t hem will in tu rn be descr ibed in 
grea ter detail in the r e m a i n i n g paper s of these two sessions, so we focus 
u p o n the way in which these publ ic d o m a i n data bases fit in to t he general 
design. 

T h e technica l def ini t ion of a historical works ta t ion , as we e m p l o y the 
t e r m , is: 

A d e s k t o p c o m p u t e r , which 
- has access to data base m a n a g e m e n t software, which is able to admi

n i s t r a t e very different s t ruc tures of i n f o r m a t i o n , a l lowing to pu t in to a 
data base a rb i t ra r i ly large col lect ions of sources, keeping as m u c h in
fo rma t ion of the original and apply ing as l i t t le coding, as is economi
cally feasible for the projec t p roduc ing the data base , 

- has access to a set of data bases, which con ta in b a c k g r o u n d knowledge 
specific to historical research , 

- has access to a large n u m b e r of read-only data bases, be ing equiva lent 
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to t rad i t iona l p r in ted edi t ions of source mater ia l , 
- con ta ins sufficient Artificial Inte l l igence subsystems, to m a k e the in

teract ion be tween the fo remen t ioned capabil i t ies t r anspa ren t to the 
user, 

- has a very highly integrated interface between the data base manage
ment systems mentioned and a desk-top publishing system and 

- a s imilar interface to statistical software. 
W h a t this technical defini t ion describes shall al low the fol lowing wor

king s i tuat ion for a h is tor ian . Let 's assume, we are work ing on a his tory of 
a pa r t i cu la r t own in the fou r t een th century . First of all, we simply consult 
all the m a c h i n e readable sources avai lable to us for references to that 
t own; m u c h as we would do b rows ing t h rough the large pr in ted col lect ions 
of sources. W h e n we detect po r t i ons of source mater ia l , which are related 
to our subject , we download it in to a kind of »pr iva te data base«, which , 
un l ike the m a c h i n e readable sources dis t r ibuted as pa r t of the works ta t ion , 
can be upda ted freely. (You change your notes qui te f requent ly; you do not 
usual ly scrible u n t o the pages of edi t ions, however . ) 

Paral lely to tha t use of mate r ia l avai lable in this »edi ted« form, you 
start to p r e p a r e fur ther ent r ies in to your data base, m a d e up of unpubl is 
hed source mater ia l - - i f you consider your source i m p o r t a n t enough , you 
p r e p a r e i t at the same t ime in a fo rm, which might b e c o m e avai lable later 
as ano the r m a c h i n e readable edi t ion, accredited intel lectually to you. 

D u r i n g that process, you will encoun te r n u m e r o u s i tems of in fo rmat ion , 
which seem to be less than comple te ly clear to you: n a m e s of persons , 
which you th ink might be identical to n a m e s of persons you are vaguely 
fami l ia r wi th ; n a m e s of cur renc ies whe re you are not sure wha t exchange 
va lue they had at the t ime; i t ems with a chronological bear ing you have to 
rectify. In such cases you are able on the one h a n d to look these bits of 
in fo rmat ion up in the specialized knowledge bases of your works ta t ion . 
W h a t is m o r e i m p o r t a n t , however , is, tha t you can enter these i tems into 
your data base jus t as words and tell t he system to r e m e m b e r , that i t shall 
l ink t h e m to t he expert knowledge residing in the b a c k g r o u n d : so, if this 
b a c k g r o u n d knowledge becomes upda ted , because somebody discovered, 
tha t t he re exists m o r e in fo rma t ion about a specific person , an exchange 
ra te was so far s imply under s tood wrongly or a par t icu lar saint was related 
to a n o t h e r day in the b i shopr ic about which you are work ing , these new 
discoveries are immedia te ly in tegrated in to your p r iva te data base. 
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3. The Reality of a Historical Workstation 

H o w realistic is it, tha t we will see such a system to b e c o m e w o r k a b l e in 
t h e foreseeable future? We seriously doubt , tha t the re exists any coun t ry , 
w h e r e funding for the H u m a n i t i e s would be so ample , tha t a system l ike 
t h e o n e we descr ibed, could be real ized as one , monol i th ica l ly funded pro
jec t . So the ou t l ine given above is not a »Workstat ion p ro j ec t« : it is a 
m e d i u m term guide l ine accord ing to which we try to organize our ongo ing 
research , which , general ly is devoted to the i m p r o v e m e n t of t he metho
dological tools avai lable for historical research. W h a t the MaxPlanck-
Institut für Geschichte a t t empt s , is to crea te a loose ne twork of differently 
funded pro jec ts , wh ich agree abou t the basic sensibil i ty of tha t mode l of 
fu ture research a n d try to real ize indiv idual c o m p o n e n t s of such an overal l 
mode l , which are designed to fit u l t imate ly together wi th in such a design. 
As of n o w , t h e fol lowing pro jec t s h a v e been realized or a re in t h e stages 
descr ibed (5): 

1) T h e original pro jec t , from which the fur ther deve lopmen t s a re der ived 
s tar ted in 1978 at the MaxPIancklnstitut für Geschichte. It a t t emp ted 
to create a p ro to type of data base software that should be able to hand
le historical sources as close to the original as possible, and to p rov ide 
services specific to t he needs of h i s tor ians in the fol lowing fields: in
fo rma t ion re t r ieval , repor t genera t ion , p repa ra t ion of loosely s tructu
red sources for statistical analysis, n o m i n a l record l inkage, comp lex 
file mergers and a full-text re t r ieval system. Th i s pro jec t , wh ich beca
me k n o w n as C L I O , has been real ized on a U N I V A C m a i n f r a m e . Buil
d ing u p o n the exper iences gained with that system, a c o m p l e t e re-
i m p l e m e n t a t i o n u n d e r the n a m e of was s tar ted in 1986. A first 
vers ion has been released in 1987, a second one immed ia t e ly before 
th is congress ; t he th i rd which is due in August of this year will re
i m p l e m e n t the full funct ional power of the p ro to type . T h e complex i ty 
of t he c o m m a n d language needed of t he system is roughly c o m p a r a b l e 
to such c o m m a n d languages l ike SPSSX or SAS. Whi l e cu r r en t ly ne
got ia t ions for a provis ion of t he system with a comple te ly m e n u orien
ted f r o n t e n d are u n d e r way, i t has always been a d e t e r m i n e d policy of 
t he Max-Planck-Institut to p rov ide software solu t ions for p r o b l e m s 
which could no t be dealt with by commerc i a l software and m a k e these 
avai lable to t he c o m m u n i t y of his tor ical researchers free or at n o m i n a l 
cost, r a the r t han pu t t i ng l imi ted funds into the d e v e l o p m e n t s of fron-
t ends which are very beaut i ful bu t funct ional ly insignif icant . As a con
sequence t he software r u n s cu r ren t ly on seven h a r d w a r e / ope ra t i ng 
system c o m b i n a t i o n s and can be used, specifically, on PCs as well as on 
m a i n f r a m e s . 

2) Th i s r e - imp lemen ta t ion has been suppor ted by fund ing for dist inct 
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modules , provided by the Instituí für mittelalterliche Realienkunde, 
Krems , Austr ia , t he LudwigBoltzmannlnstitut jür Historische Sozial-
wissenschajten, Salzburg and the Instituí for Anthropology of Got t in-
gen universi ty . 

3) In the spr ing of 1987 an agreement was reached with t he Istituto Lin
güistica Computazionale in Pisa, Italy. T h e two ins t i tu t ions agreed to 
por t the Latin l emmat iza t ion system developed in Pisa in to C, accor
ding to the por tabi l i ty s tandards used for the deve lopmen t of 
and to in tegra te i t fully in to the data base system, to e n h a n c e the use
fulness of the full text retr ieval c o m p o n e n t s . 

4) In the fall of 1987 IBM G e r m a n y provided the coopera t ing pro jec t s 
wi th a study cont rac t to integrate optical disks in to a H u m a n i t i e s work
stat ion e n v i r o n m e n t . 

5) Since J anua ry 1988 a two year project , funded by the Aus t r i an min i s t ry 
of research is u n d e r way at the Forschungsinstitut fur Historische 
Grundwissenschaften of the Universi ty of Graz , which shall be re
sponsible for improved possibilities for record l inkage and the treat
men t of p rosopographica l in format ion . 

6) In the spr ing of 1988 the Volkswagen founda t ion of G e r m a n y decided 
to suppor t a th ree year project , with two a ims in m i n d : on the one 
hand the deve lopmen t of Artificial Intel l igence c o m p o n e n t s , to im
prove the accesibility of expert knowledge wi th in the overall design of 
a m o r e general works ta t ion shall be u n d e r t a k e n ; on the o ther h a n d 
software dedicated to the improved exchangabi l i ty of data be tween 
existing historical data bases and the faciliated loading of texts m a d e 
m a c h i n e readable by devices l ike the Kurzweil Data Ent ry m a c h i n e 
has to be realized. Th i s project is due to begin opera t ion on J u n e 1st of 
1988. 

7) Negot ia t ions with a n u m b e r of research ins t i tu t ions in different Eu
ropean count r ies , deal ing with o ther technical sub-projects , are at va
r ious stages of real izat ion. 

W h a t do this va r ious con t r ibu t ions imply for practical work? 
T h e basic decision to imp lemen t a new system of data base software re
flects the op in ion , tha t the informat ion conta ined in historical sources has 
a n u m b e r of p roper t ies , which are not so c o m m o n — and therefore un
suppor ted — in commerc ia l env i ronmen t s . Some of them are fairly ob
vious: historical data bases do not have fields of fixed leng th ; fields are 
f requent ly missing; fields contain more than one value . Some of them are 
very specific for historical research: to cope wi th the var ia t ion in historical 
spel l ing or with the intr icacies of f luctuat ing non-dec imal cur rency sy
s tems, has s imply no re la t ionsh ip to the p rob l ems commerc ia l software is 
dedicated to . A th i rd class of p rob lems , finally, borders upon ques t ions , 
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which are cu r r en t ly being researched in in fo rma t ion science, but not im
p l e m e n t e d in readi ly avai lable software. T h i n k of the classical p rob lem of 
p ro s o pog raphy how to decide if a Henricus erfurtensis is a cer ta in H e n r y 
o r ig ina t ing from Erfurt or a H e n r y w h o a l ready was k n o w n u n d e r wha t a 
l i t t le b i t la ter b e c a m e the s u r n a m e of his family? Or of a n o t h e r one , wh ich 
is no t so f requent ly men t ioned , bu t b e c o m e s very ser ious , w h e n we discuss 
easily large scale data bases: if you ask a data base to p rov ide you with all 
pe r sons hav ing been b o r n e in a given polit ical ent i ty, will i t be clever 
e n o u g h to look up on its own, at wha t t ime the geographica l defini t ion of 
tha t ent i ty changed? M o r e l ikely no t . T h e first two classes of p r o b l e m s are 
hand led by the original deve lopmen t s of t he MaxPlancklnstitut; t h e 
th i rd is par t of the project jus t hav ing been funded by t h e Volkswagen 
founda t ion . 

T h e i m p o r t a n c e of the l emmat i za t i on c o m p o n e n t s p rov ided by the ls t i
tuto Linguistica Computazionale a lmost exp la ins itself, we a s sume: it sim
ply means , tha t look ing for mate r ia l on a given subject in a col lect ion of 
texts, you are no t forced a n y m o r e to m e m o r i z e wha t k ind of g r a m m a t i c a l 
changes may h a p p e n to the words , when you are look ing t h e m u p . 

P rov id ing optical disks is in some ways less spectacular : be ing able to 
hold m a n y h u n d r e d megabytes on a cheap m e d i u m of exchange , which can 
be used wi th a s t andard PC , however , m a k e s precisely the difference bet
ween a PC which admin i s t r a t e s a single p r iva t e base and one which a l lows 
to access a very large of m a c h i n e readable sources. 

P rosopograph ica l in format ion is a very substant ia l p r o p o r t i o n of t h e 
hold ings of any historical data base: indeed , the p rob lem of how to over
c o m e the differences between n a m e s spelled at wide var iance , is p robab ly 
t he most g l a m o r o u s one of all t he difficulties faced by the c o m p u t e r us ing 
h is tor ian . So we probably do not have to po in t out fu r ther , w h y th is con
t r ibu t ion is a par t icular ly i m p o r t a n t one . 

Exchang ing data between exist ing systems of historical data bases may 
seem almost i r re levant in c o m p a r i s o n and a subject of pure ly technica l 
re levance . I t is no t . Being able to exchange m a c h i n e r eadab le sources free
ly, i r respect ive of the conven t ions that have been used, w h e n they were 
m a d e m a c h i n e readab le in the first place, will in m a n y cases be the dif
ference be tween yet ano the r »data g raveyard« a n d a publ ic ly avai lable 
c o m p u t e r p resen ta t ion of a text . 
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4. A Prototype for Presentation 

To test t he in terac t ion be tween the var ious c o m p o n e n t s of software and a 
n u m b e r of m a c h i n e readable sources which could be cons idered prototy
pes of the var ious k inds of »da ta bases as edi t ions« envisaged, a optical 
disk has been p repared as a p ro to type for the congress at Ka l amazoo , 
which is avai lable at n o m i n a l cost (basically the pr ice of the disk) for 
demons t r a t i on purposes . I t con ta ins : 
1) T h e cur ren t version of the software and, in tegrated in to it, a 

first vers ion of the system for au tomat i c l emmat i za t i on of the Lat in 
language presented by A n d r e a Bozzi and Giuseppe Capel l i (»A Latin 
Morphologica l Ana lyze r« ) . 

2) A data base of roughly 100.000 persons , be ing a section of the data base 
presented by Mar ia Hasden teufe l -Rod ing and Die te r G e u e n i c h . (»A 
Data Base for Research on N a m e s and G r o u p s of Persons in t he Midd
le Ages«) . 

3) T h e data base on medieva l pictorial sources p resen ted by G e r h a r t Ja
ritz ( »F ind ing the Signs; P ic tures of Medieval Life«). 

4) T h e collect ion of sources deal ing with medieval migra t ions p resen ted 
by Alber t Mül le r (»Migra t ion and Prosopography«) . 

5) T h e c o m b i n e d data base on p rosopography together wi th the m a c h i n e 
readable cha r tu la ry of Styria, as presented by Ingo Kropac ( » H o m o ex 
Mach ina : P rosopography and Char tu la r i e s« ) . 

This be ing a p ro to type , wh ich in regular in tervals shall b e c o m e r e i s s u e d 
being e n h a n c e d by addi t ional data bases is a prototype indeed: n o n e of us 
assumes , that it is the final solut ion for the quest ions raised in the first 
pa r t s of this paper . It can be a mode l , however , how data bases could 
become avai lable wi th the same casual ease, with which p r in ted ed i t ions 
can be consul ted . As such it invi tes cr i t icism; its successive edi t ions will 
gain by be ing used; and i t is an invi ta t ion to jo in the func t ion ing coo
pera t ive ne twork out l ined above . 

Notes 

This p a p e r tr ies to ou t l ine the c o m m o n b a c k g r o u n d of t he var ious con
t r ibu t ions to the two sessions on data base oriented source editions held at 
the 23rd In te rna t iona l Congress on Medieval Studies in Ka lamazoo , 5-8 
May, 1988. Selected papers of the two sessions are pub l i shed in a bookle t 
Data Base oriented Source Editions; th is booklet can be ordered from t h e 
au tho r (M. Tha l l e r ) . 
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E.g. S t ephan T h e r n s t r o m : The Historian and the Computer, In : Ed 
m u n d A. Bowles, Ed.: Computers in Humanistic Research, Eng le 
wood Cliffs, NJ , 1967, 7 3 - 8 1 , here : 78. 
O n e can p robab ly pay the respect due to this p ioneer in no be t te r way, 
t han by po in t i ng out , tha t a l ready in the very first v o l u m e on Com
p u t i n g and the H u m a n i t i e s k n o w n to th is au tho r , his work has been 
descr ibed as historical : Roy Wisbey: Computers and Lexicography, 
In: Dell H y m e s , Ed.: The Use of Computers in Anthropology, Lon
don , etc., 1965, p p . 216-234 , here : 2 2 2 - 2 2 5 . 
On the TLG and lbycus see recent ly: Bits & Bytes Review 1/7, J u n e 
1987, p p . 1-6. 
T h e Research Library G r o u p News 12, J a n u a r y 1987, p p . 8 -10 . 
T h e fol lowing list is only par t ia l ly comple t e , as our concept of a h i 
storical works t a t i on« is by no m e a n s restr ic ted to medieval h is tory; as 
th is p resen ta t ion is m a d e at a medieva l i s t s congress , howeve r , we 
focus u p o n such deve lopmen t s , wh ich are related to medieva l s tudies . 
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