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Early English Laws 
http://www.earlyenglishlaws.ac.uk  

Participants in this study were: Jane Winters and Jenny Benham (IHR); and Paul Spence, 
Geffroy Noel, Camille Desenclos (King’s College London). 

1. Project background 
The Early English Laws (EEL) project is funded by the AHRC from 2009 until 2011. It is led by the 
Institute of Historical Research at the University of London (IHR)1, with the Centre for Computing in 
the Humanities at King’s College London (CCH)2 as the technical research partner. It aims to provide 
an authoritative corpus of some 138 texts of legal codes, edicts and treatises produced prior to Magna 
Carta in 1215; either by providing new editions of the texts, or by working with academics who have 
produced modern editions independently to include their editions in the corpus. The Laws form a 
discrete group of material: ecclesiastical texts (e.g. council canons) for example are not included: the 
focus is solely on legal documentation. Currently, much of the field depends upon Felix Liebermann’s 
Die Gesetze der Angelsachsen (1903-1916). For a variety of reasons however, this is by itself an 
unsatisfactory source for modern scholarship. The translations contain numerous errors, work done in 
the course of the twentieth century has questioned many of the premises on which Liebermann’s 
editorial work was based, and his selection of texts for inclusion has been challenged. William 
Stubbs’s Select Charters of the Angevin texts (1913), another once-authoritative corpus, is similarly in 
need of updating. Furthermore, the original manuscripts of the legal codes are difficult to access, 
confined as they are to a few research libraries, in far-flung geographic locations. Some are held at 
the British Library, the Bibliothèque nationale de France, the Bodleian Library, the John Rylands 
Library in Manchester and Cambridge University library, among others. Therefore, acquiring and 
collating high-quality editions of these texts is a major logistical challenge, often requiring overseas 
travel, as well as an academic problem. EEL seeks to edit, or re-edit all the legal texts of this period, 
and to publish them in print form and online as an XML-based digital corpus.  
 
Much of the academic lead is taken by Prof. Bruce O’Brien who developed the idea, and some of 
O’Brien’s texts are included as editions. The project team is extremely interdisciplinary, crossing 
between historical editing and technology, and between different sub-domains of textual history itself. 
The Principal Investigator is an expert in thirteenth century history rather than the Anglo-Saxon 
period. General oversight is provided by a Literary Board of eight senior academics representing 
different scholarly traditions, including the three linguistic fields Old English, Old French and Latin. 
The new editions themselves are produced from two kinds of source. Firstly, editors, or teams of 
editors, may submit proposals to the project to produce editions of specified texts3 - project staff do 
not, themselves, do the editorial work. Secondly, editors who have already produced texts can grant 
the project permission to include them in the EEL corpus (in the latter case, these have to be inputted 
by the Project Officer). EEL is thus able to tap in to distributed and interdisciplinary expertise. The 
Board provides peer-review and oversight, and signs off all the editions produced from whichever 
source. A range of scholarship reflecting the diversity of academic scholarly editing will thus be 
provided from a number of different perspectives. This, however, produces requirements that are very 
difficult, if not impossible, to be met with a ‘conventional’ library-based editing system. The editions 
need to be gathered, collated and linked with translations and commentaries: this requires a 
collaborative editing approach supported by VRE-type tools, and this is precisely what EEL seeks to 
provide. 
 

                                                        
1    http://www.history.ac.uk/ 
2    http://www.kcl.ac.uk/cch 
3    http://www.earlyenglishlaws.ac.uk/edit/available.html 
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Fig 1. The Early English Laws website  
 
 
2. Project outputs 
The analysis of the material is a complex process, and approaches to implementing the project’s 
digital plans are currently under review. The ambition is to give people the same kind of experience 
and ‘product’ online that they would have got from a printed volume from (for example) OUP. The 
texts must be regarded as authoritative, and be citeable in academic work, as conventionally 
published scholarly editions are now. Up to four objects are associated with each edition: a 
transcription of the original text in Old English, Old French or Latin; a translation into English; a 
commentary written by the editor giving historical and linguistic context, and (where necessary) 
justifying editorial decisions such as expansion and contraction; and an image of the folio (practical 
reasons and limitation of time and resources might not make it possible to provide all four in every 
case). The exact means of displaying these objects are currently being developed. It might be, for 
example, that some documents  are accessed via a mouse roll-over or click option, but at minimum 
the project wants these objects to be available in some way. It is important to note that the website’s 
audience will not just be academics, but also (for example) school children, lawyers (some interest 
from this group has already been registered), or people interested in sureties. 
 
Given that it is increasingly difficult to access the original manuscripts upon which the editions are 
based without costly and time-consuming visits to (possibly overseas) libraries and archives, and that 
some such institutions lack facilities to support academic research, EEL will put folio images of the 
manuscripts online alongside the texts. Having the manuscript images available will allow far better 
access for the editors and editorial teams, both for primary editing, and checking of transcriptions. 
Different kinds of user require different elements both of the editing process, and of the output. EEL’s 
use of the digital medium will enable different functionalities to be exposed seamlessly from an end-
user point of view.  
 
3. Editing and research process 
An edition of a legal code is compiled from transcriptions of the different manuscripts that record it. 
Editors create their own transcripts from the original documents (or facsimile images of them) and 
work from these. Generally, this will be done using a text editor such as Microsoft Word to bring 
together information gathered from libraries and archives: this is the experience of most scholarly 
editors. However, as noted above (see section 2), the sources for this work, including the editions of 
Liebermann and Stubbs, are becoming increasingly hard to access; and also Word is merely a 
convenient surrogate for a humanities process that, like many others, was previously undertaken with 
a typewriter or pen and paper. It has not added any new actual functionality to the process itself.  
 
Multilingualism is a significant issue for the EEL project. The exact editing methodology specified by 
the project’s guidelines depends on the type of text, and its language. By their nature, Old English and 
Latin scripts present very different editing and interpretive challenges for scholars, who approach the 
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texts in correspondingly different ways. These are not simply linguistic differences, but also 
palaeographical, historical, literary and structural: the different traditions engender different needs 
both for interpretation and for editing.  Balancing these needs in a single system is a major challenge. 
In general, for example, Old English scholars want to display far more background information, and 
are interested in issues such as dialect and how dialect is represented, whereas for Latin texts this is 
not an issue at all. Even the way the text is expanded and contracted is different in the two languages.  
 
As already noted, each edition will be based on multiple source documents. These sources (or 
‘witnesses’) will differ, having been produced at different times, under different conditions, by different 
scribes. Errors will occur in individual manuscripts, or they may contain material or marginalia that has 
been added subsequently. Resolving these problems involves close scrutiny of the original folios, for 
example to determine how they were composed, where there are expansions and contractions in the 
text, and so on. This is why the (hitherto) library-based juxtaposition of a transcript with a  folio image 
is so important. A critical edition will synthesize the ‘soundest’ elements of these, while the 
commentary explains and justifies the editorial decisions in that process of synthesis, citing external 
evidence where necessary.  The EEL project is not anticipating that editorial practice will change 
significantly as a result of the introduction of digital tools; not does it wish to change such practice. For 
example there will always be cases where a particular person or place name will be unclear, and the 
name used will depend on a degree of intelligent guesswork and/or subjective editorial judgement. No 
digital practice or VRE will change this. The hardest part in the project design is anticipating what 
editors will want most, and which needs it will be practicable to meet. This is partly conditioned by the 
nature of the scholarly field itself: as noted above (see section 2), a ‘scholarly edition’ needs to have 
certain qualities and attributes in order to be judged and reviewed as a credible academic entity; and 
therefore for appropriate credit/career reward to be accorded to the editor(s).  
 
Against this background, specification of how the EEL’s TEI-based XML text mark up is to be 
implemented is ongoing, including the definition of what XML elements should be deployed, and how 
the editing interface should function. Again, this is based on existing editorial practice. The CCH 
partners are preparing the schema and editing interface, based on discussions with the IHR partners 
which aim to identify what elements of the text needs to be incorporated in the mark up, and how. 
Based on these requirements, the XML schema that the EEL editing process will use is being 
developed jointly with CCH. Significant elements are identified in a highly collaborative process 
involving both IHR and CCH. This will be developed into a system which guides the editors through 
the mark up process. How the mark up is applied is based on a series of expert judgements about the 
text, which reflects ‘conventional’, non-digital editing, although the XML mark up process potentially 
presents new opportunities. It is not always easy to choose which possibilities should be pursued: if 
every possibility was made available to the editors, then it is likely that they would be overwhelmed 
with choice. As noted below, simplifying the mark up process without losing essential functionality is a 
major need for the project. The interface cannot replicate the processes that editors are familiar with, 
even though the information that the texts are being enriched with is the same. There is a different 
mindset in (e.g.) selecting terms from a dropdown list than in recalling them from memory.  
 
Aside from XML mark up, the EEL will support exiting scholarly conventions and standards for editing 
Old English, Old French and Latin text. For example, an angle bracket is a common symbol whose 
meaning all editors understand. Such conventions will be adhered to, but they can make a text difficult 
to read for those not used to them. One thing the digital edition will be able to do is make this mark up 
invisible to people who are not interested in it.  
 
4. Research needs 
 
4.1 Collaboration 
 
i. 
Given the distributed edition model of EEL, an important VRE-related need is for tools which support 
collaborative editing, and which track the collaborative process over time. Although a difficult task, it 
would be very valuable to have a system that allows synchronous collaborative editing. In a 
conventional text encoding project, teams of editors work on particular texts asynchronously on a 
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single interface. Version control, and tracking who has done what, is therefore not possible 
automatically or systematically (see below, 4.2).   
 
ii. 
One simple yet very useful additional feature would be an access management facility, whereby a 
project manager would be able to assign read and write permissions to different users for different 
documents.  
 
4.2 Version control and document iterations 
 
i. 
Notwithstanding section 4.1, there is no expectation that editors will work on the same document at 
the same time as the project stands. Therefore the iterations of different tasks completed by different 
editors in the same team are very important. One editor needs to know what a fellow editor has done 
previously over the entire editing lifecycle. Distinct approaches can be discerned in a ‘track changes’ 
model, which foregrounds changes made by a particular individual, versus a ‘wiki’ model in which 
whole pages are saved with multiple changes highlighted. A nuanced combination of these would 
serve EEL’s purposes.  Specifically, it would be beneficial if it were possible to select which edits 
made by different editors over the entire editing cycle are shown in the interface. This could be 
achieved with an automatically generated colour coded list of editing sessions that different people 
have undertaken at different times, documenting who has done what, and when. An important 
differential would be time: a group of edits made by an individual would be coloured differently than 
edits made by the same person at a different time (but with the facility to view all the edits of the same 
individual if needed). The colour coded categorizations would therefore be  multifaceted: groups of 
edits, person, role and date/time.  There is already a ‘save to disk’ function in TextGridLab, which 
allows different iterations of an evolving scholarly edition to be saved and preserved. However, as 
noted above, the editing process is complex, especially when a scholarly edition is to be compiled 
from the work of a team of people working together, often over long distances. A more sophisticated 
version control system  which takes account of this would be very beneficial in the VRE. An editor 
would want to know what changes a fellow editor had made, where in the text these had occurred, 
and when. Links to the entry of the metadata, specifying which individuals had made changes, and in 
which roles (editor, author etc), would support this. A ‘track changes’ colour coding system that 
displays all the additions and deletions, and the addition and removal of XML elements, would be of 
demonstrable value to the collaborative editing process.  
 
ii. 
This would support two further valuable functionalities. Colour coding the editing process in this way 
would enable those processes to be visualized in graph or timeline form, and further quantifications to 
be computed in various ways. This in turn would give an overview of each individual’s contribution, 
thus providing empirical indications of those contributions. That would make collaborative editing 
more measurable for the purposes of credit and career progression, which is currently a major issue 
in the field. If particular groups of  edits were displayable separately, particular groups could be 
hidden or shown according what aspects of the document’s history the viewer/editor/user is interested 
in (see below, section 4.4 iii). Again, this would add great clarity to what otherwise might be a very 
cluttered interface. 
 
iii. 
It would be useful to have automatic email notifications, communicating the information described 
above, that would be generated by the system, when a fellow editor has saved work on a document. 
This would enable the editor to more easily monitor the editing process offline.  
 
4.3 Metadata creation and editing 
 
i. 
Ingesting documents into the system is an important stage of the digital lifecycle. In the case of EEL, 
both newly edited material and existing scholarly editions will be uploaded, and the uploading and 
metadata editing components will need to be able to support this seamlessly. With this in mind, 
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TextGridLab’s terminology should be reviewed to better reflect scholarly editing practice. For example 
‘Person’ or ‘Name’ would be a better label than ‘Agent’. This would not be so much of a problem if the 
Project Officer  were creating accounts for affiliated editors, but if editors were being asked to create 
their own accounts, then this could constitute a barrier. Furthermore, it should be possible for an 
individual person to specify multiple roles. For example the same person could be both an editor and 
author, and it would be useful to be able to capture edits they make in different capacities (linking with 
the system envisaged in 4.2 i). Depending on how a particular project is structured, these might differ 
significantly, and it would be a disadvantage to have to create a new account each time.  
 
ii. 
The existing interface handles the chronological metadata well, in that it is possible to specify both 
exact and approximate dates, and date ranges. Many manuscripts that EEL deals with have uncertain 
dates, and the editor’s interpretation of them might change over the course of the editing exercise. If 
such a change in the interpretation of a document’s date has been made however, it should be 
possible to record this, along with the reasons for the change. 
 
4.4 Editing 
 
i. 
It is useful to be able to distinguish between the tags and the text in the WYSIWYG interface. For 
some scholars, this will be preferable to the angle brackets used in ‘raw’ XML editing (although this is 
not true in all cases), but this interface helps understand the structure. It is also very useful to be able 
to chose to remove the mark up altogether. However, editors might not be comfortable with 
computational editing features such as right-clicking to produce the element lists.  It would be more 
useful to select terms from a panel (but see below).  
 
ii. 
A very useful function would be if editors could upload their own datasets of terms or controlled 
vocabularies (such as gazetteers), and have these integrated into the interface as dropdown lists from 
which they could select terms to include in their edits. Such a ‘predictive editing’ tool would greatly 
facilitate the process.  
 
iii. 
This concept could be logically extended to the XML elements themselves. A fully marked up 
transcription of a medieval English legal code will be very dense, with deep nesting. Almost every 
word will have some kind of mark up associated with it, and will make reading the text extremely 
difficult. This would be mitigated if it were possible to categorize the elements in a meaningful way 
(e.g. place, person name, role etc), and select which categories are to be displayed in the current 
view. Different categories of element could be displayed in a panel structure, with ‘show’ and ‘hide’ 
options. However, hiding elements from the user at any stage could be problematic: it may skew the 
decisions they make while marking up the text, resulting in incomplete application of the schema.  
 
iv. 
It would be useful if a thumbnail image for text objects were available, equivalent to that currently 
provided for images. This would enable the editor to keep a visual track of where they are in the text 
document they are working on. 
 
v. 
Given that a scholarly edition will be based on more than one manuscript, it would be useful if multiple 
images could be associated with one text concurrently, and links between them made and 
documented in the same was as currently supported with singe images.  
 
vi. 
A ‘scribble pad’ where XML documents can be transferred for experimentation that will not be saved 
into any of the main versions of the documents would be valuable. This could include ‘breaking’ the 
XML. Further tools that the researcher could use to capture and annotate their edits in the ‘scribble 
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pad’ area could also be a useful supporting mechanism. This would be particularly valuable for editors 
who are not familiar with XML. 
 
vii. 
It would be beneficial to have a highlighter tool which can highlight the text of a manuscript, rather 
than the image (but applying the same annotation concept currently supported for images in 
TextGridLab), without altering the text at all or affecting the mark up. One scenario suggested was 
where a researcher is not sure of how a particular word or sentence should be interpreted. They could 
highlight the text, save the highlight in some XML-based manner, and share it with a colleague 
(whether remotely or not).  
 
4.5 Linking objects 
 
i. 
Gathering data from original texts is very important, and therefore the facility to co-locate text and 
images on the screen was seen as significant. It was noted however that  it would be useful to 
connect images with text at the metadata creation point in the research cycle, and to be able to 
upload images and text together, rather than having to go back and upload the image as a separate 
object. Also, editors may wish to compare different page images, and perform exactly the same kind 
of linking operations between two different images as they currently can between images and text. As 
well as linking text with images, it would also be useful to support meaningful linking between different 
texts – e.g. linking transcription to transcription, to translation to commentary. 
 
ii. 
The project is concerned with different types of XML document: introductions, editions, transcriptions, 
translations, manuscript description, commentary etc. There is a need to group them by law text, so 
that the editing interface lists the related documents together, as discrete groups. There is also a 
need to record associations between the documents within that group. For instance, if more than one 
manuscript (or group of manuscripts) is transcribed, this link needs to be tracked between particular 
transcriptions and manuscripts. This type of links works at the document level, and is similar to a 
foreign key in the relational model. Encoding such a reference in a document is straightforward, but it 
would be very useful if the VRE could provide an interface to help the editor establish these links, and 
to exploit and visualize them, allowing the user to navigate between documents.  
 
iii. 
There is also a need to specify and record links between XML elements in different documents. For 
instance, a paragraph in a commentary will point to a specific chapter in the critical edition. This 
requirement can be seen as a generalisation of 4.5(ii). In this case, it would be useful for the editor to 
simply select the source element, invoke a linking dialog box where the user can select a type of link, 
then select a document among a list (by default only the related documents would be shown, but 
there could also be an option to list all the documents in the system), then select an element among a 
filtered list within the target document (in EEL’s case that would be a list of chapters identified by their 
numbers). The editing environment would then automatically insert the link within the source 
document. Such a facility would save editors significant time, effort and possible mistakes. Such a 
feature could also be used for references to authority lists. 
 
 
4.6 Publishing  
 
i. 
The VRE should contain a system that supports full publication of the images, commentaries, 
translations and transcripts, and all the links between the different text and image objects. The user 
roles are significant here: some links made by some users might want to be kept, others not. This 
would relate directly to the different characterizations of different groups of edits discussed above 
(see page 4, section 2). This system would be very easy to implement in a VRE publishing model. 
 
 


