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Manuscripts and archival materials have been digitized by the millions. But… now what? With this book I aim at 
those  who, as a Humanities student or scholar, have been classically trained but who wish they could take 
advantage of the incredible computing power they know they have literally at their �ngertips. In 9 chapters, I 
provide a conceptual and practical toolbox. From a theoretical underpinning of the concept of ‘digitized 
manuscript’ to an enthnography of repositories, from learning to program in Python to making good use of vector 
images, and from making clever use of readily available so�ware to creating keyboard layouts to type foreign scripts 
correctly, it is all covered in this book.
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�e Digital Materiality of Digitized Manuscripts

Redrawing Ancient Symbols into Vector Shapes Digital Potential of Cataloging Small Archives

Automated Analysis of the Codex

I discuss the sprawling �eld of big-budget team 
projects related to digital humanities and I notably 
discuss when such big projects work well and when 
they do not at all seem to deliver what they promise. 
For the really complicated stu�, scholars will have a 
very hard time getting across to coders and engineers 
what they exactly want. For the mundane tweaks, it 
would be too much hassle to bother our technical 
specialists. In short, we should become self-su�cient 
to some degree in developing digital solutions. In the 
remainder of this chapter, I provide a practical 
example of how a tablet and free drawing so�ware 
can be used to do simple yet e�ective paleographic 
work.

In one chapter, I explain how I used the 
programming language Python and the library 
OpenCV to analyze the cover of several thousand 
digitized manuscripts. �e method is automated 
image recognition, the aim is to say meaningful 
things about the shape of the codex, focussing on one 
particular aspect of Islamic manuscripts. Preliminary 
results are explained, but the chapter revolves more 
around introducing programming in general and 
Python in particular.

Scholars use digitized manuscripts as though they 
are a neutral window onto which one can look at the 
physical manuscript. As such, it is unsurprising to see 
scholars cite the physical manuscript when in fact 
they made use of a digital surrogate. �is attitude 
rests largely on ignoring the ‘digital materiality’ of 
digital photos, which in turn is because we do not 
have a vocabulary to describe its important aspects. 
In my book, I introduce ten aspects to evaluate a 
digitized manuscript and its repository: 1) size of the 
collection; 2) online availability; 3) ability to 
download; 4) the portal; 5) the viewer; 6) indication 
of page numbers; 7) image resolution; 8) color 
balance; 9) lighting; and 10) how the image is cut. 

Web development is a great asset for students and 
scholars in the Humanities and it can be used 
relatively easily to make digital catalogues. I explain 
the entire process of creating an online catalog of a 
hitherto uncatalogued collection, from how 
computers helped me in my �eldwork to how I 
created an interactive website to make the catalog 
available to anyone else, and �nally to extract 
interesting diagrams to get new insights into the 
collection.
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