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1. Introduction 
 
Explanatory annotations are meant to help readers understand, interpret and enjoy a 

literary text.1 This, at least, is the ideal. In reality, such explanatory notes frequently 

leave readers dissatisfied. An example for such a case can be found in the Norton 

edition of The Canterbury Tales (ed. Kolve): For a passage that lists all places at which 

the Knight has fought, the notes only provide readers with ‘translations’ of these names 

into their modern counterparts, e.g. that “Alisaundre” means “Alexandria” (cf. Kolve 4). 

This Norton edition is aimed at a very limited readership, namely to “students making 

their first acquaintance with Chaucer in his own language” (Kolve xi). The note for 

‘Alisaundre’ tells us two things about how the annotator (or the publisher) imagines this 

target audience. First, these students are not able to infer which city the Middle English 

name refers to. Second, it is not worthwhile to provide them with contextual 

background knowledge, e.g. that the there had been a crusade against Alexandria a few 

decades before the Canterbury Tales were written. The annotator (or publisher) either 

imagines them not to be interested in this fact or believes that, even though they are 

indeed interested in it, they still prefer having a slim book over receiving further 

background knowledge. All readers who are able to infer the modern name from the text 

or who would like to know more about the historical context of the passage are not 

served by this note. In other words, the explanatory note in the Norton edition is not 

able to address the needs or interests of different kinds of readers. Most likely, this is 

not only due to the very limited target audience but also due to space restrictions 

imposed by the publisher, which means that the annotation can never contain more than 

the most basic information. The Riverside edition of The Canterbury Tales (ed. Benson) 

has more space available and can provide more extensive elucidation. Unlike most print 

editions, it has even partly found a solution for addressing readers with different needs 

and interests by offering very brief information in the footnotes and extensive notes in 

the endnotes. However, dividing annotations in foot- and endnotes makes the volume 

rather tedious to use for those readers who are interested in receiving further 

background knowledge on a topic. Every time they have a question that is not addressed 

in the footnotes, they have to leaf through the whole volume in order to find an answer 

(e.g. from the mention of “Alisaundre” on page 24 to its annotation on page 801).  One 

critic has even argued that readers might at one point become so frustrated with having 
 

1 Annotations can, of course, also elucidate other kinds of texts (legal ones, for example), but 
the present paper is only concerned with explanatory notes for literature (cf. Raible 55). 
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to search for endnotes that they will stop consulting them (cf. Roloff, “Fragen” 133). In 

the case of either edition, it is not the annotator or publisher who should be blamed for 

space restrictions, the fact that it is difficult to address the needs of different readers in 

the same edition, or for the poor usability of endnotes. Rather, these issues are due to 

the medium in which annotations had to be published until quite recently: print.   

 Given the many problems entailed by print annotations (those just mentioned are 

only the proverbial ‘tip of the iceberg’), the logical step would be to publish them in the 

digital medium. In an article on digital scholarly editions, Hans Walter Gabler even 

goes so far as to assert that “[t]he greatest opportunity [...] for an innovation of scholarly 

editing [...] may ultimately lie in the field of the commentary” (53). However, despite 

the obvious shortcomings of printed explanatory notes and the possibilities that could be 

opened up by digital annotations, little research has so far been done on them. Given 

their long history, even annotations in general are a notoriously understudied field, but 

the available literature on digital annotations is scanter still (cf. Bauer and Zirker, 

“Explanatory Annotation” 213; Gabler 46). For instance, they are only rarely mentioned 

in the ever-growing wealth of research on digital editing (e.g. Sahle’s Digitale 

Editionsformen, the relevant chapters2 in Schreibman, Siemens and Unsworth’s 

Companion to Digital Humanities and New Companion to Digital Humanities, or 

Driscoll and Pierazzo’s Digital Scholarly Editing). True, there are several papers on 

how annotations might be rendered more user-friendly by being published electronically 

(for an overview see chapter two of this paper) and a few outlines for digital annotating 

projects (e.g. Visconti’s ‘How Can You’ and Groden). Yet, there is almost no research 

in the following five fields: (1) The added value: In which aspects exactly do digital 

explanatory notes constitute an improvement over printed ones? (2) Actual practices: 

To what extent have these possibilities already been realised in digital editions?          

(3) An appropriate system: How can a theory of annotating best take into account 

readers’ individual needs and interests, and how can this system be put into practice? 

(cf. Bauer and Zirker, “Whipping Boys” par. 10). (4) The readers’ perspective: What 

are their attitudes towards digital annotations? Do they prefer them over printed ones? 

And which features still have to be implemented in order to meet their needs best?      

(5) Unanswered questions: Which new problems might arise from the change of 

medium, and which practical or theoretical issues concerning digital annotations remain 

 
2 For example Willett; Warwick, “Print Scholarship”; Rommel; or Price. 
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yet unsolved? This study hence represents an initial step towards a conceptualisation of 

digital annotating, both in theory and practice. 

 Since this project is mainly situated within the field of the Digital Humanities, it 

should be clarified that the notion of annotating that is employed here differs from the 

two other notions the term usually carries in this research area. For one, ‘annotating’ is 

sometimes used as a synonym for ‘encoding’, ‘tagging’, or ‘Auszeichung’, i.e. for 

processes in which “linguistic data are [...] enriched with information about their 

linguistic properties” (Huitfeldt 161). Also, ‘annotating’ can denote an action “which, in 

the paper world, is represented by writing in the margins of a book”, meaning a reader 

taking notes for private use (Bradley and Vetch 225; cf. also Bélanger n.pag.). Both 

senses of ‘annotating’ are discussed by Jannidis, Kohle and Rehbein (cf. chap. 18). The 

definition employed in this paper, however, is as follows: Annotations are texts3 of 

varying length that directly refer to a word, phrase, passage, or even the whole of 

another text. They provide different kinds of information that are meant to help readers 

understand and interpret the primary text better. Hence, they “increase the existing 

content by providing an additional layer of elucidation and explanation. [...] [T]he 

explanation itself takes the shape of an additional content that can help people 

understand the annotated content” (Agosti and Ferro 3:8). Consequently, such 

annotations are not descriptive (like linguistic annotations) but explanatory. 

Furthermore, they are not meant for their author’s personal use but are made available 

to others. This is also the notion of ‘annotation’ employed, for example, by Jansohn, 

Small, Goulden, Wall, and Bauer and Zirker. In what follows, the term will be used 

synonymously with ‘explanatory annotation’ and ‘explanatory note’.   

 The main part of this paper is divided into five sections. In the second chapter, 

the functional shortcomings of printed annotations are discussed in greater detail. For 

each of them, suggestions are made for how these problems might be solved by 

publishing annotations digitally. The new challenges that might arise from this change 

of medium are also addressed. The focus includes both the creation and the use of 

annotations, i.e. both the annotator’s and the reader’s perspective. 

 The third chapter is concerned with a review of eleven of the most advanced 

digital projects that provide annotations and/or enable users to add their own 

explanatory notes. I will explore whether the possibilities outlined in chapter two have 

 
3 ‘Texts’ is here understood in the larger sense: Images, audio files or videos that are attached to 

a text in order to elucidate it can also count as annotations. 
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already been realised and whether there are already emerging patterns in the practice of 

publishing annotations online. Are there, for example, standardised ways of marking the 

presence of annotations or of displaying them? Therefore, the focus does not lie on each 

edition separately but rather on different features, e.g. the incorporation of multimedia 

elements or the opportunity for users to add and revise annotations.  

 The analysis of the eleven annotated online editions in chapter three will show 

that the theories and concepts of (digital) annotating that underlie them are not fully 

developed. For example, many of these projects use tags or categories in order to 

systematise annotations, but the meaning of these categories remains unclear as they are 

insufficiently defined or applied inconsistently. This curtails user-friendliness because 

readers are not able to filter out information that is irrelevant to them or their particular 

(research) interest. Chapter four presents a possible remedy for this problem: the 

Tübingen Explanatory Annotations System (TEASys), which is being developed in the 

research project I am affiliated with. This system relies on a comprehensive theory of 

annotating and strives to render electronic notes more transparent by subdividing them 

into smaller parts that are marked in accordance with both the depth and the field of 

knowledge they provide. Thereby, readers are enabled to access only those sections of 

an explanatory note that address their needs and interests.  

 Chapter five reports the results of a pilot study that investigated 14 students’ 

attitudes towards a number of aspects that might influence their acceptance and future 

use of digital annotations. This study examined their personal assessment of (1) digital 

reading in general, (2) annotations in general, (3) digital annotations (published on the 

TEASys website) in comparison to printed ones, (4) the prototype of our project 

website, and (5) the features they desire in a digital annotated edition. Participants 

highly appreciated annotations and favoured digital annotations over printed ones even 

though they preferred reading in print over reading on screen. They were divided over 

the usefulness of some of the features (e.g. multimedia elements) that could be 

implemented in a digital annotated edition, which opens up questions for further 

research.  

 When reflecting on the possible future(s) of digital annotating, chapter six first 

addresses the problem that digital explanatory notes are almost always inextricably 

linked with a digital edition. This is especially relevant as participants in the survey 

disliked reading digital primary texts but liked digital annotations. The chapter suggests 

a solution that would render the fate of digital annotations to some extent independent 

http://www.annotating-literature.org/annotations/
http://www.annotating-literature.org/annotations/
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from the fate of digital reading. The chapter is also concerned with two other issues that 

have not yet been solved satisfactorily and that are at the heart of many current debates 

in the Digital Humanities. The first revolves around the questions of collaboration and 

authority: How can we reconcile the desire to invite users to add and revise annotations 

and our aim to provide readers with academically reliable information, i.e. “how can we 

establish quality control without discouraging user involvement” (Price, “Social 

Scholarly Editing” 177)? The second issue is one of persistence and citeability, meaning 

the problem that many scholars are wary to quote digital editions (and annotations) 

because they are concerned about the stability and future accessibility of their content 

(cf. Sahle 2: 115-16; Rosselli Del Turco 228-29). Only when these problems are solved 

can readers be expected to accept digital annotations as valuable tools that can be 

unhesitatingly cited in academic publications. 

 
2. Print Problems and Digital Solutions 
 
Mission statements for explanatory notes in printed editions just as often describe what 

the annotators could achieve as what they could not achieve.4 In the majority of cases, 

these restrictions are due to the medium in which the annotations are published. In what 

follows, six common complaints voiced by annotators and readers are outlined, 

suggestions are made how these problems could be solved or at least mitigated by 

publishing explanatory notes in digital form, and new issues that arise from this change 

of medium are addressed.  All advantages of the digital medium that are outlined here 

are also true for editing in general, but the focus of this chapter lies solely on their added 

value for annotating. 

 The electronic medium does, of course, not solve all problems associated with 

annotating. The content of digital annotations still mainly depends on their author’s 

approach and resources, even though the medium determines its extent, mode of 

display, and additional features (e.g. hyperlinks). Despite the fact that the content of 

explanatory notes also requires more research, its study is beyond the scope of this 

chapter. (For common contentual issues that render annotations less helpful to the 

reader see, for example, Bauer and Zirker, “Explanatory Annotation”; Mathijsen, “Die 

‘sieben Todsünden’”; and Goulden).  

 
4 For example, the editor of the Oxford Classics edition of Pope’s major works informs readers 

that “annotation in this edition has had to be strictly limited”, meaning that Pope’s “own notes 
are in general not annotated” and that “[o]nly sustained and significant literary allusions are 
glossed” (Rogers 693). 
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2.1 Spatial Dimensions  
 
Problems in Print 
 
One of the most frequently voiced dissatisfactions with printed annotations is that they 

simply cannot contain enough information to answer all of a reader’s questions. It is 

often deplored that the space restrictions imposed by publishers are so strict that 

annotators have to provide information they know to be insufficient for elucidating the 

primary text in its full scope (cf. Hagen, “Von den Erläuterungen” 211-12; cf. Arnold, 

“Versuch” 19; Sahle 1: 274-75). These space restrictions have both a practical and an 

economic background. For example, an edition like the Norton Shakespeare (ed. 

Greenblatt), which has more than three thousand pages and is already difficult to wield 

in its present form, would become impossible to handle if it was more extensively 

annotated. On the economic side, it is financially demanding to publish a 

comprehensive critical edition (or even series) in print, especially if the publisher has to 

expect that only a very limited number of scholars will be interested in it (cf. Ender 44).  

 Thus, in order to meet the publisher’s precepts, annotators have to resort to 

space-saving practices that are far from reader-friendly. For instance, some suggest not 

to annotate items that can also be found in general dictionaries or lexica (cf. Koch 134). 

However, having to search for an unknown item in a lexicon (or, more likely, on the 

internet) disrupts the reading process much more than resorting to an annotation, which 

provides exactly that information about the item that is relevant for understanding the 

passage in question. Furthermore, not providing readers with an explanatory note does 

not mean that they conduct research themselves. In most cases, it means that they 

simply read on – with a diminished or even wrong understanding of the text. 

Annotations should do their outmost to spare readers the effort of having to go beyond 

them in order to answer their questions.  

 Another way in which annotators try to save space is to clutter the explanatory 

notes with abbreviations and references to other annotations (cf. Mathijsen, “Die ‘sieben 

Todsünden’” 258-59). Chances are low that readers will try to find out what the 

abbreviation means or to follow the link to another note. If annotations are tedious to 

use, one scholar argues, readers will at some point stop consulting them for good (cf. 

Roloff, “Fragen” 133). In order to save space, some annotators even refrain from 

providing sources in their notes, which is not only not reader-friendly but also 

unacademic. It is absurd that something that is inacceptable in all other forms of 
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academic writing should be acceptable in annotations. Apart from not being verifiable, 

such notes also hinder scholars who would like to use them as a starting point for further 

research (cf. Mathijsen, “Commentary” 192). Hence, the space restrictions of print lead 

to many annotations being inexistent, incomplete, tedious to use, or unacademic.  

 

Digital Solutions 

The advantages of the unlimited digital space have been noted by several scholars (e.g. 

Buzzoni 59; Sutherland and Pierazzo 198). In the digital medium, space restrictions are 

no longer an excuse for providing readers with insufficient annotations (cf. Kamzelak 

503). Finally, explanatory notes can – and should – be as numerous and extensive as to 

leave no reader’s question about the primary text open. This ideal is, of course, only 

achievable in theory. There will always be a word that no one thought of annotating, 

and no explanatory note can contain every piece of information that some readers might 

perceive as relevant for understanding a given passage. However, the absence of space 

restrictions as well as the possibility to collaboratively amass knowledge bit by bit (see 

2.5 and 2.6 below) enables annotations to at least come close to this ideal. Without 

space restrictions, all sources used by an annotator can now be cited or linked to.5 

Furthermore, digital annotations for intertextual references can quote the source text at 

length – something that has long been recommended in guidelines for annotating (cf. 

Hagen, “Textkonstitution” 173; Mundt, Roloff, and Seelbach 163; Oellers 118; Roloff, 

“Fragen” 133). In an even greater extension, the digital edition can become an archive 

for additional material related to the primary text, which the annotations can then refer 

to (cf. Hoffmann, Jörgensen, and Foelsche 216; Sahle 2: 177; Shillingsburg, 

“Principles” 24). What follows from all this is that digital annotations can be longer, 

possibly much longer, than printed ones. This does not only have advantages for the 

reader as “[t]he vices of over-annotation are as bad as the vices of under-annotation” 

(Edwards 100). 

 
New Challenges 
 
It is a paradoxical situation: theoretically, texts on the internet can be much longer than 

printed ones, yet research has shown that people on the web read much less and much 

less thoroughly than in print (cf. Nielsen, “How Little”). Hence, the length of digital 
 

5 In order to further enhance user-friendliness one might also implement a function similar to 
the one used by the MLA database, which allows scholars to quickly find out whether they 
have access to the cited work through their institution. 
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annotations cannot be determined by the possibilities of the medium but “by the 

reader’s ability to process” (Bauer and Zirker, “Whipping Boys” par. 11). It is easy to 

overwhelm them with lengthy annotations and supplementary material (cf. par. 12; 58; 

Graver 176; Morgenthaler 255), which is exactly what annotations should not do. The 

reason why explanatory notes have not grown superfluous with the advent of the 

internet is because they “make the excess of information manageable and therefore 

useful and usable” (Bauer and Zirker, “Whipping Boys” par. 58). Editors cannot simply 

tell readers: ‘We have only annotated hidden allusions and items that do not seem to 

require annotation at first glance – for everything else there is Google’. A browser is no 

substitute for an annotation that offers academically reliable information and chooses 

from the enormous wealth of secondary literature only those parts that are relevant for 

understanding a certain word, passage, or text. It is exactly this relevance of the 

provided information – already important in print annotating – that has to be the guiding 

principle for annotators on the web. For every single piece of knowledge they offer, for 

every additional material they include, they have to able to justify how it serves to 

elucidate the annotated text.  An explanatory note is not a general lexicon entry. Rather, 

it refers to a specific word or passage of the primary text and exactly tailors its 

information to the questions that arise from these. For example, when explaining the 

meaning of a word, an annotator would not simply list all definitions of this word that 

can be found in the OED but only name those that are conceivable in the given context. 

Despite the strict text-centeredness of annotations, the amount of relevant material they 

can provide is frequently still too much for a reader to process. A solution has to be 

developed that enables users to find exactly those pieces of information that address 

their needs and interests (for more on this issue see the chapters 2.4 and 4.1 below).  

 
2.2 Multimedia  
 
Printed Problems  
 
Even as early as 1924, guidelines for annotating recommended (when relevant) the 

integration of images (cf. Witkowski 137). However, price and practicality prevent the 

use of multimedia elements in printed explanatory notes: the inclusion of pictures is 

expensive, the inclusion of audio or video files impossible. However, there are some 

items that virtually call for the use of multimedia annotations because they can only be 

insufficiently described in words, e.g. when a text refers to a sound or an uncommon 

object. And even if an annotator succeeds in elucidating such an item in text only, the 
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effort and time required by readers to comprehend this plain text is most likely greater 

than if the note also included an illustrative multimedia element. In such cases, the 

restrictions of the printed medium impede readers’ understanding of the annotation and, 

in consequence, of the primary text.  

 
Digital Solutions 
 
There are various ways in which multimedia features can be profitably included in an 

annotation. As mentioned above, some objects can be much better explained by adding 

an image of them to the text of the note (an example from the Tübingen Annotating 

Literature project I am affiliated with is the ‘teetotum’). Sound files can be used to 

reconstruct songs or earlier pronunciations; videos can illustrate various possible 

stagings of a scene6. Audio-visual annotations would also enable readers to better 

savour the oral and performative aspects of literature.  For example, in his review of the 

Waste Land app for iPad, Adam Hammond commends that the various sound files work 

“especially well [...] since it is a poem that [...] only really makes sense once you begin 

to consider it in the light of oral performance” (n.pag.). For a very comprehensive 

overview over all the extra material one could add to a digital edition see Régnier (cf. 

71-72). 

 
New Challenges 
 
Like the unlimited digital space, the possibility to include multimedia features in 

annotations increases annotators’ risk of providing irrelevant information. Images, audio 

files, and videos should not be used for the sake of using them, and annotators have to 

carefully reflect whether a certain multimedia element can really enhance readers’ 

ability to understand, interpret and enjoy the primary text. For example, it does not 

make sense to annotate the word “sun” by attaching an image of the sun to it because no 

reader will wonder how the sun looks like.   

 Furthermore, the effectiveness of multimedia annotations on readers’ 

understanding of a text has not yet been proven. Studies on multimedia glosses for L2 

learners even indicate that such explanatory notes might “affect reading comprehension 

negatively” (Sakar and Erçetin 28; cf. also Plass et al. 225). Consequently, a balance has 

to be struck between withholding helpful illustrative material and distracting or 

 
6 Such videos are, for example, provided in the annotations on Richard Brome Online. For more 

information about this project see chapter 3. 

https://www.hrionline.ac.uk/brome/intro.jsp
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overwhelming users. Plass et al. recommend not to display available multimedia 

elements by default but to let readers decide which extra material they want to see (cf. 

239). Users could, for example, choose to hide all such elements, or to be provided with 

all available pictures but to access audio files and videos only at their desire.  

 Annotators also have to reflect on the extent to which multimedia annotations 

might affect the reading experience. For instance, it makes a difference whether one 

reads Joris-Karl Huysmans’ description of Gustave Moreau’s Salomé while or without 

being able to look at a picture of the painting itself.  Annotations might make available 

information that most of a work’s first readers may not have had and that the author did 

not expect (or want) them to have either. A possible solution would be to hide the image 

at first and tell readers to only look at it after having read and savoured the passage in 

question.  

 The issue of copyright should not be neglected either when contemplating the 

inclusion of multimedia elements and supplementary material. In their enthusiasm over 

what is theoretically possible in a digital edition, scholars often seem to forget what is 

legally possible. Of course, editors would render scholarship a great service if they 

made available all film and theatre adaptations of a text, all “[p]ublished monographic 

researches”, all “translations in all languages”, but the joy of copyright holders would 

be quite limited (Régnier 72). Hence, the use of multimedia elements has to be restricted 

by considerations of what is helpful and relevant for readers as well as what is legal. 

 

2.3 Hyperlinking 
 
Print Problems 
 
An aspect of annotations that is often criticised is that they fragment the primary text 

because they can only address isolated difficulties for understanding (cf. Bürger 348-49; 

Friedman 124; Hagen, “Von den Erläuterungen” 221-22; Martens 40). Ulfert Ricklefs 

even calls them “hermeneutisch völlig unzureichend” (56).7 According to this view, the 

main obstacles for understanding a text are not situated on the level of single words or 

references but on the level of larger passages, underlying concepts, or even of the text as 

a whole. Most annotations are hence attached to the ‘wrong’ – or at least the less crucial 

– point of the hermeneutic circle, the part instead if the whole. As a consequence, it is 

often recommended to connect annotations for single, isolated items to annotations for 

 
7 ‘completely insufficient in terms of hermeneutics’ (my translation). 
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larger themes, structures, or passages. In German guidelines for annotating, this is 

usually called the combination of Einzelstellenkommentar (commentary for single 

passages) and Überblickskommentar (overview commentary) (cf. Martens 44; Schmidt 

81-82). It is obvious that the realisation of this suggestion in print leads to a great 

amount of cross-references like ‘See pp. 25-29 for further examples and an analysis of 

this motif’ that most readers will not be inclined to follow. Optimistically speaking, they 

will read the overview annotations linearly before or after reading the whole primary 

text and the annotations that are attached to its specific items. Or, pessimistically 

speaking, they will not read the overview annotations at all because they are hidden 

somewhere between introduction and primary text or appendix and index. The actual 

idea behind this suggestion – to first provide readers with an elucidation of a very 

specific issue and, immediately afterwards, with an explanation that embeds this issue in 

a larger context – is thwarted by the limitations of the print medium. 

  
Digital Solutions 

In the digital space, such cross-references are much more user-friendly, and it is to be 

expected that more readers follow a reference when they just have to click on a link 

rather than search through dozens of pages. The use of hyperlinks also enables 

annotators to create whole webs of annotations: Explanatory notes for specific items can 

be connected both to each other and to notes that elucidate general issues pervading the 

text. Readers can thus arrive at a better understanding of text passages in their 

uniqueness and in their relationship to the rest of the work. Vice versa, the exact 

components of motifs and themes are brought to light; i.e. it is shown how parts of the 

text contribute to (and sometimes contradict) the meaning of the whole.  

 Fig. 1 below, for example, shows a map of selected annotations for Charles 

Dickens’ The Chimes, which were prepared in the context of the Tübingen Annotating 

Literature project. For the sake of clarity, not all links between the annotations are 

visualised. All explanatory notes marked in yellow are concerned with specific uses of 

non-standard English in this story; those marked in blue provide more general 

information on this topic in the context of the primary text. The annotation “Will Fern’s 

dialect and grammar”, for instance, synthesises all specific notes on his utterances and 

explains what they – taken as a whole – tell us about this character’s place of origin and 

social status.  The notes marked in red show a selection of annotations (both general and 

specific) that can be related to Will Fern’s dialect and origin but that are not concerned 
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with non-standard English. The annotations in the upper right corner refer to a non-

standard utterance by a different character. 

 
Fig. 1. Map of a number of annotations for Dickens' The Chimes 

 
Going a step further, it is also conceivable to connect annotations written for different 

works by the same author, thus showing a specific item not only in relation to the whole 

text in which it appears but also in the context of the writer’s entire œuvre. To return to 

Fig. 1, this could mean that the annotation for Dickens’ use of non-standard English in 

The Chimes would be linked to an annotation for the same topic in the Pickwick Papers.  

 It is nearly impossible to create a clear and user-friendly visualisation of the 

connections between all annotations for a novel or even an author’s life work. However, 

one might allow readers to click on an annotation and see at least a section of such a 

map, one that shows all direct links between this annotation and others, and that enables 

readers to zoom out in order to also see the ‘surrounding area’ of the note.  

 Hyperlinks also provide benefits in terms of economy. For one, the ability to link 

knowledge allows for the provision of very concise explanatory notes because 

information does not have to be repeated every time it could be relevant. Instead, the 

annotation would simply contain a link to a note in which this information is already 

provided. Furthermore, annotators may choose not to annotate items that are well-

explained elsewhere but simply link to these resources, provided that they are reliable 

and accessible by all users (cf. Ender 45). This would also ensure that annotations do 

not become too broad. In the case of the example in Fig. 1, an annotator would not 

provide an extensive note on dialect in Dickens’ writings in general but include a link to 
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an academic open-access resource that offers such information. Furthermore, when 

annotating intertextuality, a link to the full text (ideally in a critical, annotated edition) 

should also be provided and, if possible, refer users directly to the passage quoted or 

alluded to in the primary text.  Thus, the annotation itself only has to quote a small part 

of the source text and would nevertheless allow readers to compare the two texts in 

greater detail (cf. Hoffmann, Jörgensen, and Foelsche 215). 

 
New Challenges 
 
Linking to external websites also has a downside, namely that one has to test regularly 

whether there are any broken links that would refer readers to a “404 - Page not found” 

page instead of the information they require. Neglecting this duty would quickly impair 

the usability and trustworthiness of the annotations. An additional issue is that the 

information provided by other resources is not specifically tailored to the item it is 

meant to elucidate. Depending on the item and the context in which it appears, this 

information might be irrelevant or even misleading. As can be seen in Fig. 2, this is a 

problem of the Kindle app, which allows users to access different dictionaries. Instead 

of displaying a context-sensitive definition (“rebel” as a verb), it first displays the most 

common definition of the word (“rebel” as a noun). Hence, links to external resources 

should never be created automatically but only after careful reflection on whether the 

information provided there is sufficient, relevant, and appropriate for the item it is 

meant to explain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A question that is raised by the possibility to link specific annotations to more general 

ones is where the latter should be ‘anchored’. In print, explanatory notes that refer to a 

longer passage are often attached to the beginning or end of this passage. But what if an 

Fig. 2: Screenshot showing a dictionary entry provided in the Kindle app 
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annotation is concerned with a motif that runs through the whole work or with two 

items that appear many pages apart? In such a case, it might be sensible to attach the 

general annotation not to the primary text but to specific annotations. In the case of Fig. 

1, for example, the annotation “Will Fern’s dialect and grammar” would not be 

anchored in the primary text but in each of the specific notes that point to this general 

one. Additionally, a list of all annotations that are only attached to other notes rather 

than the main text should be provided in order to make them locatable and accessible 

without having to open the specific annotation first. 

 A quite different problem is that hyperlinks in annotations encourage and 

facilitate the kind of non-linear reading that is associated with scholarly research (cf. 

Veit 45-46) but are less helpful for readers who want brief notes that only minimally 

disrupt their reading experience. Hence, two main classes of readers of annotations can 

be differentiated: (1) Those reading for research purposes and more interested in the 

information provided by the explanatory note than in the primary text itself. (2) Those 

reading for pleasure and more interested in the primary text than in the annotations. The 

former group of readers appreciates being referred to further relevant information, 

whereas the latter requires a concise note that does not distract them by tempting them 

to follow links. Furthermore, the latter class wants to understand the information 

provided by the annotation as quickly as possible in order to return to the primary text. 

Hyperlinks, however, have been shown to impair comprehension as they increase 

readers’ cognitive load by forcing them to decide whether to click on them or not (cf. 

Tanner 5). As a consequence, users should be able to turn off the links (or at least make 

them invisible) whenever they want to concentrate on the primary text or on the content 

of a single annotation. 

 

2.4 Addressing the Needs of Different Users 
 
Printed Problems 
 
The opportunity to make links invisible is closely related to the field of customisation, 

which, in print, is possible only to a very limited extent. Readers can use bookmarks, 

highlight annotations, or simply choose not to read them, but they cannot click one 

button and automatically see only those annotations they want to see.   

 Annotators have to acknowledge that some readers want to immerse themselves 

in the primary text and thus reject annotated reading, which means “being mentally 
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pulled out of the main text repeatedly” (Visconti, ‘How Can You’ 31). In print, their 

reading experience is constantly disrupted by superscript numbers and asterisks that 

indicate the presence of an annotation. These signs suggest that the primary text alone is 

not enough, that there is something the reader is missing. As a remedy, Rodger Beehler 

suggests to provide annotations in the form of endnotes and to omit any sign of their 

presence in the primary text (cf. n.pag.). This may benefit readers who do not want to 

read explanatory notes, but it causes annoyance to those who want. Whenever they 

come across something they do not understand, they have to go to the end of the book, 

not knowing whether they will find anything that answers their question. A few fruitless 

searches and they might give up consulting the endnotes altogether. Neither solution – 

using or not using markers for annotations in the primary text – satisfies all readers.  

 Printed annotations are also unable to address different kinds of readerships with 

different needs and interests. Annotators of print editions have two equally unsatisfying 

options: Either, they presuppose a very narrow readership and only annotate items that 

this readership will most likely not understand (cf. Berg 218; Mathijsen, “Commentary” 

192; Witkowski 134). The annotation will then only provide knowledge that this 

audience does most likely (a) not possess and (b) regard as relevant for understanding 

the text. Hence, the decision what to annotate as well as which information to provide in 

the annotation is determined by the notion of the intended reader of an edition. The 

knowledge and interest readers are imagined to have is roughly the same for each 

annotation; thus, they are neither underwhelmed nor overwhelmed by any of the notes.8  

However, there are three problems with this approach: Firstly, even in a very narrowly 

defined target audience, e.g. German undergraduate university students, readers’ 

knowledge, interests, and purposes are heterogeneous (cf. Bauer and Zirker, 

“Explanatory Annotation” 213; Small, “The Editor” 199-200). Thus, the questions of 

some readers would still remain unanswered, while other readers would be provided 

with information they already possess or that they regard as irrelevant for their research 

purpose. Secondly, from a publisher’s perspective, it would not be profitable to create 

an edition that is tailored to the needs of such a small readership (cf. Göpfert 102). As a 

consequence, the target audience of an edition has to be defined broadly, which means 

that the individual needs and interests of different readers cannot be taken into account – 

 
8 However, this aim is often not accomplished as annotators frequently have inconsistent 

assumptions about their target group. For example, they use terms in explanatory notes 
(without explaining what they mean) that they would annotate if they appeared in the primary 
text (cf. Bauer and Zirker, “Explanatory Annotation” 216).  
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at least not in print. Thirdly, even if an edition could address a very small target group 

possessing a more or less homogenous level of knowledge and interest, the annotator 

would still be unable to ascertain what exactly readers want to know (cf. Mathijsen, 

“Commentary” 192; Oellers 106; Jungmayr and Mundt 159-160). He or she would 

inevitably provide too much or too little information on many items in the text. 

 The other option is trying to accommodate as many different readers as possible 

and annotate any item that could impair the comprehension or spark the interest of any 

conceivable reader – from vocabulary unknown to intermediate-level L2 learners to 

complex concepts that underlie the text and that mainly experts will be interested in. In 

such a case, the edition “will probably contain too little of interest to any single reader” 

(Cullen 85). First-time readers will be annoyed by ‘spoilers’, non-experts by extensive 

and intricate discussions, experts by the reiteration of knowledge they already possess. 

For this problem also see Straub (cf. 229) and Roloff (cf. “Fragen” 132).  

 

Digital Solutions 

An open-access digital edition never reaches a small target audience even if its 

publishers or editors would define such an audience in their guidelines – they are always 

accessible to every user of the internet. Hence, to an even greater extent than in the case 

of a printed edition, the readers of a digital edition are vastly heterogeneous in their 

language expertise, their cultural knowledge, their purposes, and, consequently, in the 

questions they expect the annotations to answer.9 The only satisfying solution for 

addressing all of these users lies in the interactivity of digital editions, i.e. in their ability 

“to be flexible so that [they] can be used by different readers with different needs, 

preferences and objectives” (Karlsson and Malm 16; cf. also Sahle 2: 254). For 

example, readers who want to immerse themselves in the primary text and not be 

distracted by annotations could be allowed to disable the indications of annotations in 

the text, be they superscript numbers or hyperlinks.  

 More important than the opportunity to make annotations invisible is the 

possibility to let readers filter annotations in order to find information that is tailored to 

their individual requirements. This use of interactivity has often been noted in literature 

 
9 Such an audience is, for example, envisioned by Alyssa Arbuckle who describes the perfect 

“public digital edition” as not limited to academic scholarship but as “an accessible, 
instructional, transparent, interactive [...] tool capable of garnering interest and participation 
across divergent lines of knowledge development or acquisition” (n.pag.). 
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on digital annotation.10 However, few theorists acknowledge that this function relies 

heavily on an appropriate theoretical framework: Annotators have to contemplate which 

criteria should be used to filter information (e.g. topic or depth of information) and how 

exactly these criteria are to be defined. These definitions have to be made public in 

order to guide users’ decision which filters to apply. Another condition for filters to 

work is that the criteria have to be applied consistently to every annotation in the 

edition; otherwise, some relevant annotations are not displayed or irrelevant information 

finds its way through the filter. A few examples for how digital annotated editions make 

use of filters are discussed in chapter 3.3. As will be shown, their underlying theoretical 

concepts are not fully developed; for example, tags are rarely defined or – if defined – 

applied inconsistently. For a suggestion for a more comprehensive theoretical 

framework see chapter 4 and the articles by Bauer and Zirker.  

 Given the virtually infinite amount of knowledge that can be contained in digital 

annotations, customising functions are even more necessary than in the case of printed 

notes. For, as was outlined in 2.1, it does not suffice to provide readers with more and 

longer explanatory notes; one also has to enable them to manage this wealth of 

information.  

 

New Challenges 

As of yet, automatic filters for annotations work better in theory than in practice. Users 

cannot be expected to read long guidelines about when to use which filter for which 

purpose, and it is likely that they accidentally filter out knowledge that would be 

interesting to them. However, filtering does not necessarily have to mean that certain 

annotations are entirely hidden from the reader. One can also display all explanatory 

notes for a text and subdivide their content according to certain criteria. When readers 

first access an annotation, its different parts would be collapsed and users could expand 

those that interest them. This way, they see all the available information and can 

consciously choose what to read and what to skip. Readers would thus be helped to 

filter themselves rather than rely on a program. A function that hides content could still 

be implemented for users who have a very clear-cut research agenda and really only 

want to receive information about a certain topic. (For a system that allows both manual 

and automatic filtering see chapter 4.2.) 
 

10 See Bauer and Zirker (cf. “Whipping Boys” par. 11, 32; “Explanatory Annotation“ 224, 229-
30); Groden (cf. 125); Hoffmann, Jörgensen, and Foelsche (cf. 215); Mathijsen (cf. “Die 
‘sieben Todsünden’” 259); Ralle (cf. 147); and Sahle (cf. 2: 190, 254). 
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 A further problem is that there is no standard set of criteria for filters that is used 

by all digital annotating projects. This means that readers have to reorient themselves 

whenever they use a new edition and have to ascertain whether the criteria employed by 

one edition are also employed by another. For example, one project could use 

“language” to denote annotations that explain the meaning of words and phrases while 

another may use the term for annotations about poetic diction and rhetoric devices. It is 

unlikely that a common set of standard filters will be used by all annotating projects in 

the near future. In order to prevent misunderstandings, annotators have to make sure 

that readers can easily and quickly access the definitions of their filters.  

 Despite all efforts, interactivity does not guarantee that the individual needs of 

all readers are addressed. For example, there may be instances in which an annotator 

simply did not think about offering a certain piece of information on an item. In print, 

annotators cannot divine which problems readers might have with the primary text, but 

in the digital realm they can simply ask them. This is where collaboration comes into 

play.  

 

2.5 Collaboration 
 
Print Problems 
 
Annotators of printed editions can only guess what readers do not understand and which 

information they need exactly in order to comprehend the text better. True, it is 

conceivable (but rather unlikely) that a reader of a published edition writes to the 

publisher in order to draw their attention to an item that has not been annotated or to 

suggest further information that could be included in an already existing note. But even 

if annotators were able and willing to revise their notes according to such suggestions, 

they could not be included until the next edition – if there is one (cf. Groddeck 2).  

 Nevertheless, external input is immensely important for annotators, who usually 

have to work alone and who, naturally, are not omniscient: For example, they simply 

cannot find all hidden allusions in a text, and sometimes their last resort is to provide a 

note admitting ‘this reference could not be identified’ (cf. Groddeck 2; Bogner 134). 

Even annotators who are experts on the work they are annotating can never be experts 

in all the fields of knowledge that inform this work. Thus, a few theorists have 

suggested that scholars from different disciplines could work together as annotators (cf. 

Senger 69; Ricklefs 71). This specialisation would ensure that annotators do not have to 
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read up on multiple different subjects but can concentrate on the quick production of 

notes that belong to their field (cf. Jannidis, Kohle and Rehbein 211). Even as early as 

1975, Frühwald suggested that at least one international journal should give readers a 

place where they can make suggestions for improvements of, and additions to, already 

published annotations (cf. “Formen” 32). The more people work on an annotated 

edition, the vaster the knowledge that informs this edition. However, actual practices of 

annotating for print are a far cry from such collaborative approaches.  

 The fact that annotators usually work alone gives rise to another problem: One 

argument that is often brought forward against annotations is that they delimit 

interpretation because they only reflect how the annotator reads the text. The author of 

an explanatory note “can never be a neutral commentator; [...] he is exercizing an 

authoritarian position and will, according to his beliefs, emphasize and de-emphasize 

certain facets of the text” (Gair 129). This is especially problematic since interpretations 

that are mentioned in annotations receive a different status than independent scholarly 

works about a text; the fact that they are included in an edition makes them appear 

authoritative (cf. Koopmann 54).  

 
Digital Solutions 
 
Without help, annotators cannot know what questions exactly readers have, they 

sometimes cannot even answer their own questions, and they delimit readers’ 

interpretation of a text. The only solution to these problems is collaboration – with non-

expert readers as well as with experts on the same or related topics.  

 In a digital edition, readers can attach their question to an item and ask others to 

elucidate it. Thus, the edition’s official annotator(s) as well as contributing users know 

exactly what readers are struggling with and they can act accordingly. A practical 

example is Amanda Visconti’s annotating platform Infinite Ulysses (discussed in more 

detail in the next chapter), in which readers can ask questions or simply highlight 

passages they do not understand (cf. Visconti, ‘How can you’ 24). She also plans to 

have a whole list of unanswered questions displayed on the website so that contributors 

can immediately see which issues still require explanation (cf. 24). The static print 

edition is thus superseded by a digital open platform, to which users can add material 

and suggest corrections; the boundaries between editor/annotator and reader begin to 

blur (cf. Sahle 2: 177; 258).  
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 Another advantage of collaboration is that different contributors can suggest 

different readings, thereby reducing the risk of delimiting a readers’ interpretation of the 

text (cf. Koopmann 56; Hoffmann, Jörgensen and Foelsche 214). Theoretically, a digital 

annotated edition can thus amass a growing web of knowledge that strives to leave no 

question unanswered, no allusion unidentified, no interpretation unuttered.  

 

New Challenges 
 
Such an ideal annotated edition is possible only in theory. For one, not every question 

should be answered if annotators (official ones and volunteers) want to avoid cluttering 

the annotations with information that is relevant only for readers with a very limited 

knowledge. Annotators have to presuppose a certain minimum level of linguistic and 

cultural knowledge, otherwise they would have to annotate basic vocabulary such as 

“house” or tell readers that France is a country in Europe. Leaving a very small group of 

readers with an unanswered question is better than leaving a very large group of readers 

annoyed at the irrelevance of an annotation.    

The willingness to contribute annotations will most likely be highest in scholars and 

non-academic enthusiasts specialising in a work or author. However, how should one 

recruit contributors that are usually not concerned with a particular author, period, or 

even discipline? Users cannot be expected to look through the ever-growing number of 

digital editions and search for exactly those questions they can answer. One might thus 

think of creating a ‘notes and queries’ website for all unanswered questions from 

different digital editions, subdivided according to the discipline to which they belong. 

This, however, would only solve the problem of questions that were recognised as such; 

hidden allusions could still not be detected without having experts look at the primary 

text directly.  

 The main problem with collaborative annotating, however, is the issue of 

authority and quality. Digital annotated editions should make everyone feel welcome to 

contribute, they should make available all interpretations users could think of, but at the 

same time they should also provide reliable and helpful information. As this is such a 

broad topic, it is addressed in chapter 6.2 in more detail.  
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2.6 Revising and Adding Material 
 
Print Problems 
 
One of the most frequently mentioned problems with annotations is that they grow 

obsolete very quickly (cf. Bluhm 143; Höpker-Herberg and Zeller 54; Jungmayr and 

Mundt 160; Roloff, “Probleme” 46-47). Through the years, the primary text moves 

farther away from readers as words begin to become archaic and the events, texts, and 

persons to which the text refers are forgotten little by little (cf. Jansohn 214; Mathijsen, 

“Die ‘sieben Todsünden’” 252; 260; Oellers 106). Likewise, the secondary literature 

cited in annotations soon ceases to be state-of-the-art (cf.  Roloff, “Fragen” 134). 

 In print, annotations cannot be revised without necessitating the publication of a 

new edition, which happens rarely for some texts and never for many others. Even 

revised editions of immensely popular texts are published decades apart (e.g. the Arden 

editions of Hamlet were published in 1899, 1982, and 2006). As a consequence, readers 

frequently have to use annotations that are no longer up-to-date.  

 
Digital Solutions 
 
In the digital edition, the revision and addition of material poses no problem, at least not 

a technical one. Whenever annotators notice that a word is falling out of use or that a 

reference may no longer be obvious, annotations for these items can be added. The 

newest secondary literature can be included immediately after its publication and users 

can collaboratively add to a growing web of knowledge: The “digital annotated edition 

may become an ongoing working platform (Bauer and Zirker, “Whipping Boys” par. 

27).11  

 
New Challenges 
 
The fact that digital annotations can be revised does not mean that they are revised. 

There always has to be someone – be it an official annotator or a group of volunteers – 

who is in charge of tracking the newest scholarly findings and of updating the 

annotations. This means that an edition is only in keeping with the times as long as it is 

constantly used and improved by a certain number of people. Yet, Warwick et al. note 

that there are indeed online editions and platforms that are almost entirely neglected by 

 
11 Similar visions, called “knowledge site” and “work-site” respectively, are outlined in 

Shillingsburg (cf. “How Literary” par. 4; 41) and Eggert (cf. “Text-encoding” 433). 
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users (cf. 1; 6). Even the scholars who have initiated an annotating platform may at 

some point no longer be able to work on it as their career forces them to turn to new 

projects (cf. Sahle 2: 80). Hence, the promise of always providing readers with the most 

recent findings can only be kept if a project has enough regular employees and/or 

volunteer contributors.  

 Paul Eggert also cautions that the possibility to constantly improve and revise 

could lead to lowered standards for the first versions of published notes: “Would we 

strive for such perfection if the book logic or static completion were not cracking the 

whip on us?”  (“The Book” 64). It has to be ensured that, even at a first stage, 

annotations adhere to certain standards and are as helpful and comprehensive as 

possible. 

 A further problem is the paradox that revision ensures that annotations provide 

the best and most up-to-date research but that they often cannot be cited in scholarly 

publications exactly because they are constantly improved, which renders their content 

unstable. The ways in which this problem can be solved are beyond the scope of this 

chapter and are discussed in 6.3. 

 

3. Current Practices: A Review of Eleven Digital Annotating 
Projects 
 
The previous chapter showed how annotations can benefit from being published 

digitally. However, there is no research on the extent to which the advantages of the 

digital medium have been implemented in actual annotating projects. While online 

editions in general have started to receive more critical attention in the last couple of 

years12, annotations usually do not feature prominently in the reviews of such editions.13 

Their absence or presence is noted, but we do not learn much about their features and 

they are not evaluated in terms of how their form, content, and features have changed 

due to their publication in a new medium. The Annotated Web Edition Directory 

published by the Tübingen Annotating Literature project strives to close this research 

gap by compiling a list of digital annotated editions and recording some of their 

 
12 Most notably in ride – A Review Journal for Digital Editions and Resources (est. 2014). 
13 An exception to this is Aodhán Kelly’s review of Digital Thoreau.  

http://www.annotation.es.uni-tuebingen.de/?page_id=215
http://ride.i-d-e.de/
http://ride.i-d-e.de/issues/issue-4/digitalthoreau/?hilite=%22Kelly%22
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features.14 The present chapter builds on this directory by taking a more detailed look at 

eleven digital annotating projects.  

 Many features of annotations are more or less conventionalised in print, for 

example how the presence of an annotation is indicated in the text or where and how the 

annotation itself is presented. Thus, one focus of this chapter lies on examining 

emerging patterns and possible new conventions for digital annotations, for example in 

terms of layout or citeability. Furthermore, the chapter strives to analyse which parts of 

these projects constitute a “ground-breaking re-conception” of annotating and which are 

just “spill-overs from the print medium” (Gabler 48). Based on the review, a best-

practice model for several aspects of digital annotating is presented and attention is 

drawn to issues for which no solution has yet been found.  

 

3.1 Criteria 
 
The digital annotated editions reviewed here are heterogeneous in background, scope, 

and features. However, three criteria apply to all of them. First, they were either created 

only very recently or are still regularly updated. (It would be unfair to compare the 

layout and features of an edition that has not been updated since the early 1990s with 

those of an edition that was published in 2017.) Second, their explanatory notes are not 

digitised print annotations but were written specifically for the digital platform. 

Otherwise, the features of some annotations would be determined by their original 

medium instead of a decision by the editors/annotators. This also means that the 

annotations of each edition exhibit at least one feature (e.g. the use of videos) that 

makes it impossible to entirely reproduce them in print.15 Thirdly, the explanatory notes 

are a substantial part of each project, i.e. they do not consist of only a handful of 

glossaries included for form’s sake. Thus, the sample is not comprehensive but still 

reflects the current state of the art of digital annotating as the projects reviewed here are 

among the most advanced of their kind. 

 The review itself is based on four sets of criteria, namely those of the Annotated 

Web Edition Directory mentioned above, Sahle et al.’s criteria for reviewing digital 

scholarly editions, Karlsson and Malm’s criteria for investigating to what extent digital 

 
14 Such a catalogue also exists for digital scholarly editions in general: http://www.digitale-

edition.de/index.html. 
15 This criterium is also used by Sahle in order to differentiate between genuinely innovative 

digital editions and editions that only display printed content in a new medium (cf. Sahle 2: 
59). 

http://www.digitale-edition.de/index.html
http://www.digitale-edition.de/index.html
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editions make use of the possibilities of the new medium, and Franzini, Terras, and 

Mahony’s suggestions for analysing and cataloguing digital editions. As the last three 

guidelines are concerned with digital editions in general, only those criteria were used 

that could be adapted to the evaluation of annotations.  

 

3.2 The Projects and Their Backgrounds 
 
Of the eleven projects reviewed here, only three (BookDoors, Bartleby, and Genius) are 

not maintained by an academic institution. Four editions are yet unfinished (Ada, 

Genius, Ulysses, and Thoreau); the latter three never will be completed due to their 

collaborative nature. In the following, the projects will be cited using their shortened 

name (marked blue in the list below), but in the Works Cited they are listed according to 

their editor’s name. 

 
(1) Brian Boyd’s edition of Nabokov’s Ada 

This website was launched in 1992, but the layout was modernised in 2002, and the 

website is still updated. The project is “written, developed and maintained” by Brian 

Boyd, a professor at the University of Auckland.  

 
(2) Internet Shakespeare Editions (ISE), exemplified by John Cox’s edition of Julius Caesar 

The ISE strives to provide “open-access, peer-reviewed Shakespeare resources with the 

highest standards of scholarship, design, and usability” (“About”). The project is 

maintained by a board of editors and supported by the University of Victoria. Some 

texts, e.g. Antony and Cleopatra, do not yet have any annotations.  

 
(3) BookDoors, exemplified by Richard Fadem’s edition of Pride and Prejudice 

This project was initiated by Richard Fadem, emeritus professor of English. It is not 

backed by an academic institution. As of today, twelve annotated nineteenth-century 

novels are available. It is the only (semi-) commercial project reviewed here: annotated 

texts can be read online for free or downloaded (e.g. for Kindle or iPad) for less than 

three dollars. The project claims to provide “the most thoroughly annotated editions of 

those titles in print or online” (“About BookDoors”).16  

 

 
16 This, however, is very unlikely. For example, the Romantic Circles edition of Frankenstein 

(ed. Stuart Curran) is much more extensively annotated than the BookDoors edition. 

http://www.ada.auckland.ac.nz/index.htm
http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/doc/JC_M/scene/1.1/#tln-14
http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Foyer/about/
http://www.bookdoors.com/book_detail.php?bookID=2&page=1
http://www.bookdoors.com/about.php
https://www.rc.umd.edu/editions/frankenstein
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(4) The Mark Twain Project, exemplified by Victor Fischer and Lin Salamo’s 
edition of Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
This project is maintained by the “Mark Twain Papers and Project of The Bancroft 

Library in collaboration with the University of California Press; the site is hosted by UC 

Berkeley's Library Systems Office” (“About This Site”). The editions are approved by 

the MLA.  

(5) Genius (no editor), exemplified by Shakespeare’s “Sonnet 18” 

Genius is currently the most popular social annotating project. It was founded in 2009 

and originally only focused on annotations to rap lyrics. By now, annotations can be 

added to song lyrics of all genres as well as to literary texts. By the project’s own 

account, the annotations on Genius are read by over 100 million people each month.  

 
(6) Andrew Kahn’s edition of Melville’s Bartleby, The Scrivener 

This edition was published on the website of Slate and is not backed by an academic 

institution.  

 
(7) The John Milton Reading Room, exemplified by Thomas H. Luxon’s edition of 
Paradise Lost  
The John Milton Reading Room was launched in 1997 and received a new layout in 

2014. All works are edited by Professor Thomas Luxon (Dartmouth College).  

 

(8) John O’Neill’s edition of Cervantes’ La Entretenida 

The annotated edition of Cervantes’ play is part of the editor’s PhD thesis at King’s 

College London. 

 
(9) The Readers’ Thoreau, exemplified by Paul Schacht’s edition of Thoreau’s Walden 

This interactive edition is part of the Digital Thoreau project, which is directed by Paul 

Schacht and backed by the SUNY and the Thoreau Society. 

 
(10) Richard Brome Online, exemplified by E. Schafer’s edition of Brome’s The City Wit 

The Richard Brome Online project is maintained by the University of London and the 

University of Sheffield.  

 
(11) Amanda Visconti’s edition of Joyce’s Ulysses  

Infinite Ulysses is part of the editor’s PhD thesis on collaborative annotating at the 

University of Maryland.  

http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=works/MTDP10000.xml;style=work;brand=mtp
http://www.marktwainproject.org/homepage.html
https://genius.com/William-shakespeare-sonnet-18-shall-i-compare-thee-to-a-summers-day-annotated
http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2015/10/herman_melville_s_bartleby_the_scrivener_an_interactive_annotated_text.html
https://www.dartmouth.edu/%7Emilton/reading_room/pl/book_1/text.shtml
http://entretenida.outofthewings.org/index.html
http://commons.digitalthoreau.org/walden/
https://www.hrionline.ac.uk/brome/viewTranscripts.jsp?play=CW&act=1&type=BOTH
http://www.infiniteulysses.com/ulysses/3
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3.3 Annotations: Extent, Systematisation, and Interactivity 
 
As has been outlined in chapter two, the lack of space restrictions in the digital medium 

allows annotators to write more numerous and longer notes. Furthermore, websites can 

provide readers with tools that help them filter this wealth of annotations in order to 

receive only the information that is relevant to them.  

 
Extent 

“Numerous” and “long” are, of course, relative values. Hence, the Arden Shakespeare 

series has here been chosen as a standard because it is the most prominent example of 

extensively annotated print editions. In this series, there is usually about one annotation 

per line of iambic pentameter; the length of annotations ranges from one to ca. 120 

words.  

 On average, the ISE, Milton, and Thoreau offer about as many and as long 

annotations as the Arden series. However, unlike these print editions, the three digital 

editions usually provide neither very short (< five words) nor very long annotations (> 

50 words). The Milton edition often includes hyperlinks to external resources – if one 

counts this supplementary material in, the notes are considerably longer than printed 

ones. Due to the collaborative nature of Thoreau, it is likely that more notes will be 

added (even though there is currently little activity on the website). Contributors could 

theoretically add longer annotations to this project, but in practice most notes are rather 

concise. 

 Four of the editions provide slightly fewer but much longer annotations than a 

printed Arden edition. Many of the notes in Bartleby, Entretenida, BookDoors, and 

Twain consist of around 100 words; the longest notes in Bartleby have almost 300 

words, those in Entretenida more than 300, those in the latter two editions about 500. 

 Ulysses is the only edition offering annotations that are about as long (often 

even slightly shorter) as those in the Arden editions but more numerous. As this 

edition relies on collaborative annotation and as the same item can be annotated several 

times, the amount of explanatory notes will still increase. Technically, contributors are 

able to write very long annotations, but I did not find an example of such a note on the 

website. 

 Ada and Brome provide readers with notes that are both longer and more 

numerous than printed ones. In Ada, there are more annotated items than non-annotated 
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ones, the great majority of them consisting of more than 100 words. In Brome, some 

annotations even have more than 2000 words.  

 The extent of the annotations on Genius is hard to determine because, unlike 

Thoreau and Ulysses, this project does not offer one text for annotation but thousands. 

Depending on how popular a primary text is with the contributors, there can be 

annotations for every line or only for a single word. The length of the annotations often 

ranges between 50 and 150 words. Genius also differs from Thoreau and Ulysses in that 

it does not allow contributors to create overlapping annotations and that there can only 

be one annotation per item.  

 
Systematisation and Interactivity17 

Four of the editions that are reviewed here, namely Entretenida, Genius, Milton, and 

Twain, use no system that would allow users to find exactly those pieces of information 

that address their individual needs and interests.18 The other seven editions employ 

different methods for categorising annotations, with criteria ranging from the length of 

an annotation, to the level of expertise that can be found in it, to its content, and to a mix 

of variables.   

The ISE is the only edition that uses the first option, namely a system that takes 

into account the length of an annotation. The website differentiates between three levels 

of annotation, level one giving concise, basic information, level two being “roughly 

equivalent to current annotation in editions like the Arden or New Cambridge”, while 

the “third level of annotation will normally be a substantial discussion” (“Notes and 

Commentary”). However, I could not find a level three note in the edition of Julius 

Caesar even though it is one of the most extensively annotated editions on the website. 

There is no automatic filter function, i.e. users cannot choose to be provided with level 

one notes only, for example. The different levels are visualised through colour coding, 

meaning that an item for which just a level one note is provided is underlined in bright 

green, while items on which more extensive information is offered are underlined in 

dark green. Both levels are displayed in the same window; a smaller font is used for 

level two annotations.  

 
17 This criterion has been adapted from the guidelines of the Annotated Web Edition Directory. 
18 A few annotations on Genius have tags, but these tags are not applied to a specific work or 

author but to all texts on the website. I.e. if one were to click on the tag “nature”, one would 
see all annotations that use this tag, not only those that are refer to a single primary text.  

http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Foyer/guidelines/annotations/
http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Foyer/guidelines/annotations/
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The systematisation in Ada is based on the level of expertise that informs the notes, or, 

in other words, the readership whose perspective they adopt. For this aim, the notes are 

divided into forenotes, afternotes, and annotations proper, the two former referring to 

whole chapters, while the latter elucidate single items. The forenotes “suggest how each 

chapter of the novel has been designed to work for first-time readers” (“Forenotes”), 

while the notes proper are aimed at readers who are already familiar with the novel even 

though they are no experts. The afternotes “attempt to provide the rationale for the 

chapter for an expert re-reader of Ada” (“Afternotes”). Hence, the annotations take the 

perspectives of beginner, amateur, and expert. The notes proper are not additionally 

systematised (e.g. according to the field of knowledge they address), which makes the 

categorisation of Ada very broad. 

 Bartleby, BookDoors, and Brome differentiate annotations according to their 

content. However, their criteria for this vary considerably. Bartleby uses ten non-

exhaustive categories (comedy, commentary, economics, history, medicine, Melvilliana, 

modern, philosophy, queer, sources). Readers can filter annotations “by topic if [they] 

would like to concentrate on a particular thread of “Bartleby” interpretation“ (Kahn 

n.pag.). However, the exact criteria for each topic are not defined, and readers might 

wonder which exact fields of knowledge categories like ‘commentary’ and ‘modern’ 

refer to.  

 The systematisation of BookDoors is rather comprehensive and divided into 

types and categories. The three types (‘word definitions’, ‘historical background 

information’, ‘discussion’) provide readers with a first inkling of the content of the 

annotation. The type of an annotation is indicated by a superscript w, h, or d attached to 

the annotated item. Furthermore, there are 20 categories that provide further guidance 

concerning the content of the note.19 Not every annotation has a category, but each 

annotation can only have one type and one category. The categories are not defined and 

it is not always clear how the annotator decides which category to apply (e.g. “Gender” 

and “Love and Marriage” partly overlap; the same goes for “Science and Technology” 

and “Transportation”).20 Thus, the categorisation is not entirely transparent. This also 

affects the search function of the website, which only allows readers to get results from 
 

19 i.e. Amusements, Arts, Body, Class, Custom and Law, Daily Life, Education, Gender, Love 
and Marriage, Manners and Morals, Military, Mind, Money, People, Places, Religion, Science 
and Technology, Things, Transportation, Writing and Reading. 

20 The use of types is also sometimes unclear. For example, the annotation on “nerves”, which is 
marked with a w (ch. 1 p. 2), is not a word explanation but a discussion on Austen’s opinion 
regarding physical strength. 

http://www.ada.auckland.ac.nz/index.htm
http://www.ada.auckland.ac.nz/index.htm
http://www.bookdoors.com/annotation.php?annotationID=2870
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either all categories or merely one of them. Furthermore, there is no filter that hides and 

shows annotations of selected categories or types. 

 The systematisation in Brome is very broad as the edition only differentiates 

between four types of annotations: (1) “commentaries”, which are introductions to each 

act and concerned with its general structure and content, (2) “glosses”, i.e. word 

explanations, (3) “notes” concerning context and performance, literary conventions, 

sources, videos, etc., and (4) “textual notes”, which record variants (cf. “The 

Annotations”). Glosses are indicated by a superscript cross, while the other three types 

are indicated by a superscript asterisk. On the “About” page, all types are defined at 

length. The annotations cannot be filtered. As the different types of explanatory notes 

are so broadly defined and as three of them share the same ‘sign’, readers are not able to 

make much use of this categorisation. 

 Thoreau and Ulysses use several variables for systematising annotations. In 

both editions, contributors can apply pre-existing tags or create new ones in order to 

describe the content of an annotation (e.g. “nature”). While the volunteer annotators on 

Ulysses often make use of this possibility, tags are rarely employed in Thoreau. I was 

unable to find a comprehensive list of tags or definitions of tags for either project.21 

Both Thoreau and Ulysses allow readers to filter annotations by their contributor. In 

addition to that, users of the former can choose only to see notes posted by a certain 

group of annotators (e.g. the ‘panel of experts’). In Ulysses, the order in which 

annotations for the same item are displayed can also be determined by readers (e.g. 

highest rated or oldest). In the future, the creator of Ulysses also wants to systematise 

annotations according to the depth of information they supply:  
A Shakespearean scholar may want to read analyses of Joyce's 
allusions to a specific play, while a first-time reader may just want to 
know what the play is called and what its mention means in the 
context of the novel. (Visconti, ‘How Can You’ 86) 

 
Conclusion and Suggestions for Best Practice 

Surprisingly, only two of the eleven projects reviewed here offer annotations that are 

both longer and more numerous than the notes usually provided in an Arden edition. In 

terms of addressing the needs of different readers, the majority of projects use certain 

ways to systematise annotations. For example, users can see whether a note contains 

brief or extensive information, or which field of knowledge it is concerned with. 

 
21 For Ulysses, there is one “chunk” in which a few but not all tags are recorded. 

https://www.hrionline.ac.uk/brome/intro.jsp#notes
https://www.hrionline.ac.uk/brome/intro.jsp#notes
http://www.infiniteulysses.com/tagclouds/chunk/1
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However, none of these systems is entirely transparent and user-friendly because criteria 

are often defined very broadly (or not at all) and not always applied consistently.  

 Creators of a digital edition have to assume that readers with very different 

backgrounds, interests and needs will access it. Given the amount of funding and time 

required for the creation and maintenance of an online edition, it would not make sense 

to publish a different edition for each different user group.  Hence, if an edition wants to 

be successful and widely used, its annotations must answer the questions of as many 

readers as possible. This means that there have to be both many annotations – for each 

item that may raise questions in a certain group of readers – and long annotations that 

contain different kinds and depths of information for different users.  

 An elaborate and well-designed system underlying the annotations makes this 

great amount of information manageable and ensures that all readers find exactly that 

part of an explanatory note that is relevant for them. In order to give users as much 

guidance as possible, a mix of different variables is recommended: Concerning the 

length of an annotation, readers should know how detailed the information they are 

about to access is. First-time readers should also be allowed to hide ‘spoilers’. The 

categories for content have to cover all fields of knowledge and must be properly 

defined so that readers know where exactly to find the information they are looking for.   

Guidelines on how annotations should be divided into different parts according to their 

length and topic are especially important in collaborative annotating projects. Each 

contributor should know which information belongs where; otherwise, the 

systematisation becomes inconsistent and thus unusable. The detailed guidelines of the 

Tübingen Annotating Literature project will be presented in chapter 4.2.  

 
3.4 Layout  
 
This subchapter examines how the presence of an annotation is indicated in the primary 

text and how the annotation itself is presented. For screenshots of each edition see 

Appendix 1. Clicking on the name of a project leads you to the respective page in the 

appendix. 

 
Indicating Annotations 
 
Two of the editions use the conventionalised markers of print annotations, namely 

superscript numbers or signs. Entretenida uses an individual number for each 

annotation, while Brome employs three symbols: a cross for glosses, an asterisk for all 
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other written annotations, and a film reel for videos. However, superscript writing does 

not allow annotators to indicate whether the note refers to a word, sentence, or passage; 

hence, longer items cannot be marked in this manner.  

 Genius and Ulysses mark annotated items by highlighting them. In Genius, all 

highlights have the same colour; only when one hovers over the text, the entire passage 

to which an annotation refers becomes yellow. Unicoloured highlights cannot show how 

annotations overlap; this function, however, is not necessary in Genius because the 

project does not allow overlapping notes. In Ulysses, annotations can overlap and the 

edition uses highlights that become darker the more notes there are for an item in order 

to indicate such overlaps. However, the markings soon become confusing when there 

are many notes for one passage. Highlights are rather intrusive markers, which, in the 

case of these two projects, is not very problematic as their main aim is to provide 

readers with an annotated text. Unless such highlights can also be turned off, they are 

not suitable for websites that also want to address readers who are mostly interested in 

the primary text.   

 In almost half of the editions, the presence of an annotation is indicated by 

underlining the annotated item, which thus resembles a hyperlink. In Ada, Bartleby, 

BookDoors, and Milton, the signs that mark the annotation cannot be hidden; this is 

only possible in the ISE. Underlining items means that it is difficult to mark very long 

or overlapping annotations without cluttering the text with lines. Furthermore, it is 

perceived as very intrusive by most users (cf. McKay “Labels and Instructions”). 

 The square brackets around annotated items in Twain are rather unobtrusive and 

also allow for the indication of overlapping annotations. However, when many words or 

passages are annotated, readers might become confused as to which brackets surround 

which item. Yet, this problem is partly mitigated by the fact that, when a reader clicks 

on a bracket, the explanatory note for this item is immediately displayed and marked in 

blue. Likewise, when one clicks on an annotation, the primary text moves to the passage 

that is elucidated in this note. The exact beginning and end of the annotated item is also 

displayed at the top of each annotation. Thus, in terms of user-friendliness and clarity, 

the layout of Twain is very advanced. 

 The same goes for Thoreau, which uses a similar method. In contrast to Twain, 

there are no indications in the text itself that point to the existence of an annotation. 

Hence, the edition can also be used by readers who are only interested in reading the 

primary text without elucidations. At the right margin, readers can see how many notes 
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there are for each paragraph. When a user clicks on a passage, the first annotations for 

this passage are displayed on the right margin; when a user hovers over an annotation, 

the annotated passage is marked in yellow. This means that there can be many 

overlapping notes without causing confusion. However, this latter function does not 

always work, which impairs the otherwise excellent user-friendliness of the edition.  

 
Presenting the Annotations 
 
In seven of the editions, the annotations are by default displayed on the same page as 

the primary text without covering any part of it. In Ada, the notes can be described as 

footnotes as they are presented below the primary text. In Bartleby, Genius, Milton, 

Thoreau, Twain, and Ulysses, the annotations are situated at the right margin of the 

page, which – according to empirical evidence – is the best place for them (cf. Nation 

177; Jacobs, Dufon, and Hong 26; Ko 125). In the cases of Ada and Twain, the notes 

can also be opened in a separate tab. In Milton and Thoreau, the annotations only appear 

once the reader asks for them, while the other five editions display at least some of the 

notes from the very beginning. 

 In Brome and ISE, the annotations are displayed on the same page as the 

primary text, but the pop-up windows cover substantial parts of the text. This is far 

from user-friendly, especially if readers have to scroll down some of the 2000-words 

notes in Brome without being able to see which part of the primary text exactly they are 

referring to. In the case of ISE, users can move the pop-up windows around. This is not 

possible in Brome, which only allows readers to open the annotations in a new tab, in 

which they are presented as print-friendly endnotes below the entire primary text. 

However, this function is rather hidden. 

 In BookDoors, users can easily choose between two different modes of display. 

Annotations can either be opened in pop-up windows on the same page or in new tabs. 

When a reader clicks on the annotated item, a pop-up window covering the primary text 

appears. When the annotation is short, it is displayed as a whole; when it is long, only 

its beginning is shown. In the pop-up window, there is a link that opens the whole 

annotation in a new tab. This pop-up note allows users to receive the most important 

information right at the beginning and, on the basis of this information, to decide 

whether they want to read on in the new tab.  

 Entretenida uses a solution similar to BookDoors. When the mouse hovers over 

the superscript number of an item, a pop-up annotation covering the text appears and 
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shows the whole text of the annotation, not just the beginning. When the reader clicks 

on the superscript number, a page containing all annotations for the drama is opened in 

a new tab. The page of the new tab automatically moves to the annotation for the item 

the reader has just clicked on.  

 

Conclusion and Suggestions for Best Practice 

Even though most projects reviewed here underline annotated items, this solution is not 

ideal because it is intrusive and cannot satisfactorily mark longer or many overlapping 

passages. Ideally, readers should be able to choose whether and how exactly the 

presence of an annotation is indicated in the primary text. When they want to 

concentrate on the primary text, they could turn off all marks (as possible in ISE), while 

the highlights used in Ulysses are suitable for getting a first idea of which parts of the 

text are more heavily annotated than others. As in Thoreau, users should be able to click 

on an annotation and see indications in the text that show the exact passage to which the 

note refers. None of the projects offers a solution for readers who do not want to be 

distracted by any signs in the text or notes already displayed on the page but still want 

to have immediate access to annotations. A possible way to accommodate them could 

be as follows: There would not be any signs in the primary text or on the page in general 

that indicate the presence of an annotation. However, as soon as the mouse hovers over 

a word, a pop-up window appears that tells readers which annotations are available for 

this word or passage. The window would disappear as soon as the mouse is moved 

elsewhere. When readers are interested in any of the notes, they could click on the 

respective entry in the window and be led to the entire annotation. 

 Concerning the presentation of annotations, many projects have opted for 

displaying them at the right margin. In terms of best practice, the solutions presented by 

different editions could be combined and offered as various options from which readers 

can choose the one that best suits their preferences. For example, pop-up windows that 

disappear as soon as the mouse moves away (as used in Entretenida) are best suited for 

users who only access short notes and do not want to be distracted by having to open the 

notes in the margin or in a new tab. The margin lends itself for medium-length 

explanations and may be used by readers who want to look at the text and the notes 

simultaneously, e.g. because they wish to contemplate whether a reading suggested in 

the annotation can really be substantiated by the text. Long notes might best be opened 

in new tabs as this allows readers to immerse themselves in the annotation and does not 
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force them to constantly scroll down. Furthermore, it is recommendable to provide 

print-friendly versions of the annotations, for example in the form of a pdf. 

 

3.5 Hyperlinking 
 
This criterion is adapted from Karlsson and Malm (cf. 18), Franzini, Terras, and 

Mahony (cf. 181), and Sahle et al. (cf. n.pag.). 

 Surprisingly, in six of the editions hyperlinks are either entirely absent or used 

very sparsely. In Bartleby, BookDoors, Brome, and Twain, the annotations neither 

contain links to supplementary resources nor to other explanatory notes. In Entretenida, 

the notes only link to the corresponding entries in the list of works cited. According to 

the guidelines of ISE, the annotations should link to further resources, but this aim has 

not yet been achieved in Julius Caesar (cf. “Notes and Commentary”). In this edition, 

the annotations merely sometimes link to other parts of the primary text.  

 In Ada, a separate page provides links to other websites concerned with 

Nabokov’s novel. The annotations themselves do not lead readers to the bibliography of 

the project or to external resources, and they do not contain links to other annotations. 

However, there is an extensive list of motifs (e.g. “red hair” or “time”) that collects 

links to all annotations concerned with each motif.  

 Thoreau offers contributors the possibility to include links to other parts of the 

primary text, to external websites, and to other annotations. For this aim, each 

annotation has its own permanent URL. However, this function is comparatively 

neglected by users, and the annotations in this project rarely contain links. A special 

feature of this edition is that users can find articles on JSTOR that quote a certain 

passage of Thoreau’s Walden by clicking on a button that is displayed below the 

annotations for the respective passage. A link leads users directly from Thoreau to the 

JSTOR article.  

 In contrast to the contributors of Thoreau, those of Genius and Ulysses 

frequently include links to other websites in their notes. In addition, users of Genius 

often link to resources that are provided on the same website, e.g. to authors’ 

biographies or definitions of poetic devices. Each annotation in these two projects has 

its own citeable URL, so references to other notes are possible as well. Yet, contributors 

in both projects only rarely make use of this possibility.   

 The creator of Milton names hyperlinking as one of the main features of the 

project (cf. “About the John Milton Reading Room”). The annotations contain links to 

http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Foyer/guidelines/annotations/
https://www.dartmouth.edu/%7Emilton/reading_room/contents/about_mrr.shtml
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other parts of the primary text, to other works by Milton that appear on the same 

website, and to external resources. For example, whenever they mention a literary work, 

the annotations provide a hyperlink to its full text, usually to a reliable version on 

scholarly websites like the Perseus Digital Library. In other cases, however, the 

explanatory notes only refer readers to the Wikipedia, which impairs the reliability of 

the annotations. Despite the focus on hyperlinking, there are no links between 

annotations.  

 
Conclusion and Suggestions for Best Practice 

Given the advantages of linking that were outlined in chapter 2.3, it comes as a surprise 

that most editions do not make much use of them. While links to other parts of the 

primary text and to external resources are at least sometimes included, links between 

annotations are almost entirely absent. Even if contributors are given the opportunity to 

link notes by having access to the individual URL of each of them, they usually do not 

take it. As of yet, it is unclear whether their reluctance is due to the fact that they do not 

want to do something no one else in their project does or because they find links 

between annotations unhelpful. In the future, such links should be included more often 

and readers’ attitude towards them should be investigated through user surveys. Of 

course, hyperlinks often “complicate[s] our immersion in the texts, because we feel a 

psychological need to pursue the distractions offered by the links” (Rasmussen 131). 

Thus, readers who do not want to be distracted by such hyperlinks should be allowed to 

turn them off. However, hyperlinks have great advantages for academic reading and 

most scholars will appreciate the immediate access to further information (cf. Veit 45-

46). For this purpose, annotators must always evaluate the quality and reliability of the 

external pages they link to. Users should also have the possibility to report ‘dead’ links. 

Links to articles behind pay walls (as provided in Thoreau) may cause annoyance to 

users who do not have access to them, but they simplify the work flow of those who do. 

As a digital annotated edition is ideally addressed to both scholars (who often have 

access to such material) and non-scholars (who usually do not), editors have to decide 

which user group they rather want to accommodate in such a case.  
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3.6 Multimedia 
 
The following subchapter does not only investigate whether the annotations contain 

multimedia elements but also which multimedia features they use exactly. This criterion 

is adapted from Karlsson and Malm (cf. 21) and the Annotated Web Edition Directory.  

 Four projects, Bartleby, Entretenida, ISE, and Twain, do not use any 

multimedia elements in their annotations. However, in the case of Bartleby and Twain, 

the primary text includes a few images, and subscribers of Slate can download an audio 

book of Melville’s novel. 

 BookDoors and Milton use multimedia only rarely and only pictures. In both 

cases, the images are not included in the annotation itself but open in a new tab, either 

on the same website or on an external resource.   

 There are many pictures in Ada but no other multimedia elements. The images 

are not included in the annotations; however, they are displayed on the same page as 

both the primary text and the annotations. The website also contains a list of all pictures 

that it uses. 

 Only four projects also include videos and audio files in their explanatory notes. 

In Thoreau and Genius, different multimedia elements can be directly included in the 

annotation. In the case of the former, however, contributors rarely take this opportunity. 

Users of Ulysses cannot display multimedia features in the note itself, but they can 

include links to external websites that provide them. In Brome, videos play an essential 

role. They were filmed specially for the Brome editing project and illustrate possible 

ways of performing a scene. The differences between the various ways of acting this 

scene are also discussed at length. The website furthermore offers a complete list of all 

images and videos that are used in the annotations.  

 

Conclusion and Suggestions for Best Practice 

As of yet, annotations rarely directly include images, let alone audio files and videos. 

More often, they lead readers to images in new tabs or on external websites. The 

innovative approach taken by Brome shows that the inclusion of multimedia elements 

can indeed enrich understanding in ways that are impossible in print. However, 

empirical studies also suggest that, under some circumstances, such elements can even 

hinder understanding (cf. Plass et al. 222). Likewise, the results of the user survey in 

chapter five show that readers are very divided over the question whether annotations 

should include images, videos, and audio files. Hence, users who feel distracted by 



37 
 

multimedia elements should be enabled to hide them from view. For those readers who 

appreciate them, it might be best to have these elements embedded directly into the 

annotation so that they do not have to take the trouble of opening a new tab or window. 

 

3.7 Collaboration 
 
This subchapter analyses the ways in which users can add and revise annotations. A 

similar criterion is also used by Karlsson and Malm (cf. 20), Franzini, Terras, and 

Mahony (cf. 181), and the Annotated Web Edition Directory.  

 Bartleby, BookDoors, Brome, Entretenida, ISE, Milton, and Twain, i.e. the 

majority of the projects reviewed here, do not enable their users to contribute to the 

annotations. Ada is not a collaborative edition either, but the editor asks readers to “note 

corrections or additions or make other suggestions“, which they can email him or the 

editor of The Nabokovian (“ADAonline: Past and Future”). 

 Only Genius, Thoreau and Ulysses ask for their users’ active contribution. For 

these three projects, collaboration is not a minor, additional feature but the very heart of 

the undertaking. In all cases, contributors have to be registered before they can write or 

revise annotations. In Thoreau and Ulysses, the editors have ensured that users do not 

have to start from zero and added a number of annotations as models and incentives.  

 In terms of their aims as well as who uses them how, the two academic editions 

seem to differ slightly. In Ulysses, the focus lies on an entirely public interplay between 

beginners and experts, while Thoreau also allows the private exchange of scholars. In 

Thoreau, users can join groups or create new ones, e.g. for a university seminar or a 

conference. They can decide whether the annotations created in these groups are visible 

to everyone or just to group members. Contributors are also marked according to their 

level of expertise, e.g. some users are part of the ‘group of experts’. Ulysses is meant to 

encourage readers of all backgrounds to add annotations or simply to ask questions 

regarding the novel; their status in terms of knowledge and experience with the novel is 

nowhere recorded. Personal or emotional comments on the text are also accepted (cf. 

Visconti, ‘How Can You’ 21). Thus, while the notes in Thoreau seem to be primarily 

meant to elucidate and discuss the primary text on an advanced level, Ulysses also 

explicitly encourages beginners to communicate their individual response to the work.  

 Genius is a collaborative annotating project that is not backed by an academic 

institution. Registered users can add annotations, suggest improvements for existing 

annotations, and ask other annotators questions concerning a text. By contributing to the 

http://www.ada.auckland.ac.nz/index.htm
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project, users gain “IQ points”; depending on how many of these points they have 

earned, users have different rights, e.g. to upload song lyrics. A special feature of 

Genius is that artists are invited to annotate their own texts. This opportunity is often 

taken, even by ‘big names’ such as Eminem.   

 All three editions strive to give readers an idea of the helpfulness or reliability of 

their annotations. In Ulysses, registered users can rate and filter notes for their 

usefulness (cf. Visconti, ‘How Can You’ 14). Spam or other inappropriate contributions 

can also be flagged for moderation (cf. 14). Thus, even though the editor explicitly does 

not want to set limits to user contribution, a minimum of quality is guaranteed. In 

Thoreau, readers can see which group a comment was posted in (e.g. ‘general 

discussion’ or ‘Thoreau Society AG 2016’). Hence, they get a rough idea of the 

respective contributor by being informed whether he/she is an ‘ordinary’ user or an 

expert on the topic. Users can also “like” notes, but this is rarely done. On Genius, 

annotators have to adhere to certain general guidelines (like “Don’t restate the lyric” or 

“Avoid plagiarism and speculation”). Such rules are especially important because, in 

contrast to the other two projects, the user group of Genius does not primarily consist of 

scholars. Contributions on Genius are published immediately, but they are marked as 

“unreviewed” until an editor accepts them and they become official ‘Genius 

annotations’. Editors can also revise or reject annotations (in the latter case the user 

loses “IQ points”). Changes that users make to their own annotations also have to be 

accepted by an editor. Other contributors can up- and down vote notes as well as 

comment on them in order to make suggestions as to how they could be improved. As in 

Ulysses, users can flag annotations for moderation.  

 

Conclusion and Suggestions for Best Practice 

While most editions analysed here do not allow their readers to add or discuss 

annotations, Genius, Thoreau and Ulysses are examples for successful collaborative 

annotating projects. These three also show how the ways in which user input is 

encouraged and mediated can differ. Editors have to decide whether they pose any 

limitations in terms of quality or relevance, thereby potentially driving away possible 

contributors, or whether they allow all kinds of annotations, thereby risking that some of 

the notes will not add much to other readers’ understanding of the text. For each project, 

there should be clear guidelines on which contributions are deemed acceptable. 

Furthermore, if the edition relies on a system for annotations, the guidelines should 



39 
 

explain to users how exactly they have to categorise their contributions in order for 

them to be consistent with the rest of the annotations in the project. None of the three 

projects aims at providing readers with annotations that are reliable enough to be 

unhesitatingly quoted in a scholarly work. As of yet, there is no satisfactory solution for 

ensuring the academic quality of annotations in a collaborative project. For a more 

detailed account of this problem see chapter 6.2. 

 
3.8 Citeability 
 
This subchapter examines the ways in which editions guarantee that their annotations 

are unambiguously identifiable and that their content is stable, thereby ensuring that the 

edition can be cited in scholarly publications. The first part of this question is adapted 

from Sahle et al.’s guidelines (cf. n.pag.). 

 In Bartleby, the notes can only be cited using their title; they do not have their 

own URLs or identification numbers, and the lines of the primary text are not 

numbered. In some cases, this might make it hard to quickly and unequivocally identify 

a cited annotation. There are no indications that the content of the annotations will ever 

be revised; in this respect, scholars can quote them unhesitatingly. 

 In three projects, the citeability of annotations relies on print conventions. In 

Ada, the notes can be identified because they are tied to the page and line numbers in a 

printed edition. Similarly, the annotations in ISE use the act and line number of the 

primary text, those in Milton only the line numbers. In all three editions, it does not 

seem that the annotations will be altered at any point after their publication, so the 

stability of their content is ensured.  

 In Brome, only the annotations in the print-friendly version can be identified 

quickly and unambiguously because each note has its own identification number. The 

pop-up annotations in the default view do not have URLs or identification numbers. In 

Entretenida, the annotations are successively numbered, both when they appear as pop-

up notes and when they are displayed in a new tab. The problem with successive 

numbering is, of course, that it is hard to add or delete notes without causing disorder. 

In both Brome and Entretenida, the content of the notes seems to be stable.  

 In BookDoors, Genius, Thoreau, Twain, and Ulysses, each annotation has its 

own permanent URL, which allows users to cite notes quickly and unambiguously. 

Twain even goes a step further in terms of user-friendliness and provides readers with a 

complete Chicago-style works cited entry for each annotation. The content of the 
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explanatory notes in BookDoors and Twain seems to be stable. In the case of Thoreau 

and Ulysses, each annotation can, theoretically, be altered or even deleted by its author. 

On Genius, all versions of an annotation are archived and can be accessed by users. 

However, the different versions do not have timestamps and thus cannot be 

unambiguously identified. Changes to annotations have to be accepted by an editor. 

Likewise, only editors (and ranks higher than editors) can delete notes. Of the 

collaborative projects, Genius thus has the most elaborate way of ensuring the stability 

of the annotations, but even this system is still not perfect. The issues of reliability and 

persistence that can impair the quality of a collaborative project also extend to non-

collaborative editions that plan to revise or add annotations at a future stage of their 

project.  

 

Conclusion and Suggestions for Best Practice 

All editions reviewed here have found a solution for making their annotations citeable, 

but some are more user-friendly than others. The most advanced use permanent URLs 

for every single annotation; other persistent identifiers (e.g. DOIs) are also thinkable. 

One still has to find a way that allows annotators – be they official ones or voluntary 

contributors – to add, change, and even delete notes without compromising the 

persistence and reliability of the edition. Chapter 6.3 will discuss this problem in detail.  

 
 
4. Our Proposal: The Tübingen Explanatory Annotations System  
 
4.1 Why a System Like TEASys is Needed 
 
The evaluation of eleven digital annotating projects in chapter three has shown that 

most of them indeed systematise their explanatory notes according to one or more 

criteria in order to help readers find the information they desire. However, these criteria 

are either defined very broadly (e.g. in Ada and Brome), or not defined properly and 

hence potentially applied inconsistently (e.g. in BookDoors and Bartleby), or are only 

used for some annotations (e.g. in Thoreau and Ulysses). Hence, the systems that 

underlie the annotations in these projects remain rather untransparent and do not 

sufficiently help readers find exactly those parts of an annotation that are relevant and 

interesting to them.   

 Since 2011, a solution is being developed that strives to better meet the 

individual needs and requirements of each user: the Tübingen Explanatory Annotations 
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System (TEASys) (cf. Bauer and Zirker, “Whipping Boys” par. 10). As it is impossible 

for annotators to ascertain each potential reader’s knowledge and interest, a different 

approach to reader-orientation was chosen: Rather than on “any defined contemporary 

or historical or intended readership”, it relies on a “consideration of the text and its 

hermeneutic challenges” (Bauer and Zirker, “Explanatory Annotation” 213). For each 

item in the text that might give rise to questions, an annotation is provided that includes 

different pieces of information that are useful for different kinds of readers. TEASys 

then shows readers exactly which pieces of elucidation are available in an annotation so 

that they can make an informed choice as to which ones to access and which ones to 

skip. In other words, the system developed by the Tübingen Annotating Literature 

project makes “transparent what an explanatory note accomplishes” (Bauer and Zirker 

“Whipping Boys” 18). For this aim, TEASys uses levels to describe the depth and 

extensiveness of the information that is being provided and categories that give readers 

an idea of the fields of knowledge that are addressed in the annotation.  

 TEASys is a universally applicable system that makes transparent to both 

annotators and readers how an explanatory note is constructed from interconnected 

pieces of information. Many theorists have denied the possibility of there being a 

unified theory for annotating different kinds of (literary) works.22 Too different are the 

texts from various periods, genres, and cultures. TEASys, however, is flexible enough 

to be used for the annotation of a variety of different literary texts. This has already 

been proven in practice: for several years the annotating groups in Tübingen have 

successfully used this system to elucidate literary texts from different times and genres. 

Through the addition of new categories, TEASys could theoretically also be adapted for 

the annotation of various kinds of non-literary texts, for example legal ones.  

 

4.2 Levels and Categories 
 
Levels 
 
Not all readers need or want to receive the same amount of information from an 

annotation. While some want to focus on the primary text and thus require only the 

briefest elucidation possible, others might use the annotations for academic purposes 

and be grateful for extensive information and numerous references to further secondary 

 
22 See, for example, Frühwald (cf. “Formen” 17-18); Kanzog (cf. “Historizität” 82); Battestin 

(cf. 3); Arnold (cf. “Vom heuristischen Wert” 237); Hettche (cf. 141); and Jansohn (cf. 213).  
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sources. Besides, some readers already have a certain amount of knowledge about a 

primary text and hence do not need to be offered information unknown to users who are 

entirely new to this text and its contexts.  

 The notion of an annotation having different levels of depth is not entirely new. 

Even some print editions provide a similar systematisation: The Norton Shakespeare 

(ed. Greenblatt), for instance, provides ‘first aid’ in the margins of the text and more 

extensive background information in the footnotes, while the Riverside Chaucer (ed. 

Benson) offers vocabulary explanations in the footnotes and more detailed explanations 

in the endnotes.23 In the context of digital editions, Shillingsburg mentions “explanatory 

notes with the possibility of several levels of detail” (“Principles” 24), and Steding 

argues that in hypertext “the selection and presentation of data should follow the 

principle of ‘details on demand’” (129). In a similar strain, Groden suggests to present 

the information of annotations “in layers, so that a series of screens starts with basic 

factual and identifying information and then expands into more elaborate information 

and ultimately into various interpretations” (125-26).24 However, except for Groden’s 

theory, all other suggestions remained rather vague with respect to their criteria for each 

level – this changes with TEASys.  

 The levels used in TEASys are relative instead of absolute. This means that they 

do not describe the degree of expertise they presuppose their readers to have (e.g. level 

one – undergraduate student; level three – professor). Rather, they show how the 

information provided on a higher level builds on lower levels (cf. Bauer and Zirker, 

“Explanatory Annotation” 229). For example, level one could briefly inform readers 

that the primary text does not adhere to a certain genre convention, and level two would 

– based on the information provided on the previous level – discuss possible reasons 

why this convention is broken and how this might affect the interpretation of the text. 

Every annotation can have three levels; the minimum is one. There can be no level two 

without there being a level one and no level three without there being both level one and 

two. The respective levels are defined as follows:  

 
23Also for print editions, Koch argues that an annotation should offer a wealth of information 

and neatly organise it so that users can quickly find those parts that address their questions (cf. 
139).  

24 For a more detailed explanation of Groden’s plan see 125-26 in his article. Similar 
suggestions are also put forward by Göttsche (cf. 61), Visconti (cf. ‘How Can You’ 86), as 
well as by Kanev and Orr (cf. 87-89). 
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Level 1: On L1, the main question(s) that might arise from the primary text are 

answered in a concise manner. After having read L1, readers should have the feeling 

that their most pressing questions have been answered.  If they desire more detailed 

information, they can proceed to L2 and L3.  

Level 2: provides further information based on the information presented on L1. 

Level 3: offers even more advanced information based on information presented on L1 

and L2.  

 
In accordance with their interests and requirements, readers can, for example, skip the 

first level when they feel that their question concerning the text goes beyond what this 

level has to offer. Likewise, they can stop reading after level one when they feel that 

their curiosity has been sufficiently satisfied. The reading of level one and two puts 

users into the position to understand level three, regardless of their prior knowledge of 

the subject. Again, the levels are less a matter of expertise than of a reader’s amount of 

interest in a topic.   

 
Categories 
 
Readers should not only be able to choose how much information they wish to receive 

but also what kind of information they are provided with. As has been shown in chapter 

three, several digital editions already use categories or tags in order to describe the 

content of an annotation, though often in a very loose, unsystematic, or inconsistent 

way. The categories used by TEASys, on the other hand, are narrowly defined enough 

to be useful and broadly defined enough to cover overlapping fields of knowledge that – 

if defined separately – would potentially be applied inconsistently.25 In TEASys, each 

level is subdivided into one or several categories. There are eight different categories:  

 
Language: This category explains the meaning of words and phrases that are archaic, 

whose meaning or connotations have changed over time, or that use slang, jargon, or 

dialect. This category also draws attention to ambiguity. Furthermore, it provides the 

meaning of words that may not be known to advanced learners of the language.  

 The ‘language’ category is often closely connected with the ‘form’ and 

‘interpretation’ categories. For example, the ‘language’ part explains what a neologism 

means, while the ‘form’ part analyses how this neologism is created. Likewise, the L1 

 
25 An example for such overlapping fields that might lead to inconsistencies are “Gender” and 

“Love and Marriage” as used by BookDoors (see chapter 3.3).  
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‘language’ part of an annotation names all meanings of a word that are relevant in the 

context of the annotated sentence, while the L2 ‘interpretation’ part explains which 

reading is the most likely and how each of these word meanings influences the meaning 

of the sentence or passage (cf. Bauer and Zirker, “Explanatory Annotation” 228).  

 One might object that choosing which meanings of a word are relevant in a 

certain context already involves a great deal of interpretation. Even though a certain 

degree of interpretation can never be avoided, the collaborative nature of the Tübingen 

Annotating Literature project minimises this risk (for more on collaboration in this 

project see 4.4). While the annotation is being developed, the group carefully reflects on 

which meanings to include. After the note has been uploaded onto the project website, 

users can make suggestions which meanings might be omitted or added. Thus, the 

decision is neither final nor does it rely on a single ‘omnipotent’ annotator. Likewise, 

the choice which words might or might not be known to advanced learners of the 

language is discussed in the annotating groups, which usually consist of a mix of native 

speakers and proficient language learners. Users of the website will also be able to mark 

words or phrases they do not understand and think worthy of annotation. The decision 

to use advanced learners as a standard was taken in order to avoid annotations that 

explain such basic terms as “house”. At least as far as language is concerned, one has to 

assume a shared level of knowledge; otherwise, the explanatory notes would be 

cluttered with information that most users will perceive as irrelevant and 

underwhelming.   

 

Form: The ‘form’ category draws attention to the literariness of a text by elucidating 

poetic devices, meter and rhyme, narrative structure, unusual use of capitalisation or 

punctuation, and iconicity. Furthermore, this category tells readers to which extent a 

text adheres to, or breaks with, formal literary conventions (e.g. that Shakespeare’s 

sonnet 99 has fifteen instead of fourteen lines). Non-formal literary conventions (e.g. the 

use of a certain archetype) are discussed in ‘context’.26 The ‘form’ category does not 

discuss possible reasons why a formal feature is used, or how it might affect the 

meaning of the text, neither does it make suggestions as to why a text follows genre 

conventions or not. Such information is included in the ‘interpretation’ category. Irony 

 
26 However, the differentiation between formal and non-formal conventions is not always 

entirely clear as form and content are, of course, often inextricably linked. One advantage of 
TEASys is that, once a solution for such a problem has been found, it can immediately be 
included in the living style guide (see below: “Continuous Reflection and Revision”).  

http://www.annotating-literature.org/annotations/
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is a special case, as it may belong to both ‘form’ and ‘interpretation’. The approach 

taken by TEASys is to mention the phrasing/word choice that might trigger irony in 

“form” and further analyse the (possible) irony in “interpretation”. 

 

Intratextuality draws attention to recurring features within the same primary text (e.g. 

themes, motifs, repetitions, foreshadowing). It does not explain what effect this 

recurring feature has on the reading experience or on the meaning of the text. Such 

discussions belong to the ‘interpretation’ category.   

 

Intertextuality is notoriously hard to define and the Tübingen project has opted for a 

very narrow approach. In TEASys, only direct, identifiable references to one literary or 

non-literary source text (including other works of art like paintings and music) are 

elucidated in the ‘intertext’ category. ‘Direct and identifiable’ here means that the 

intertextual reference has to consist of a quote or allusion that unambiguously points to 

one part of one other text, or that a whole text is unequivocally referred to. For example, 

a quote from the Bible would be annotated in the ‘intertext’ category, while a reference 

to a biblical topic would be included in ‘context’. This notion also excludes what Pfister 

terms Systemreferenz (cf. Pfister 52–57): A direct, identifiable reference to a passage in 

a picaresque novel would be included in the ‘intertext’ category, whereas a reference to 

the picaresque tradition (i.e. an example for a Systemreferenz) would be discussed in the 

‘context’ category. Furthermore, it is only in the ‘interpretation’ category that 

annotators would discuss the function of the reference, how it affects the meaning of the 

annotated text, and how the two texts can be set in relation to each other.  

 Concerning the automatic filter function that will be implemented on the project 

website, one problem arises from this narrow definition: When users filter out 

everything but ‘intertext’, they only find those cases that TEASys counts as 

intertextuality. Thus, users who have a broader definition (e.g. one that includes 

Systemreferenzen and vague allusions that can point to a multitude of source texts) 

would only find a fraction of the cases that – according to their criteria – count as 

intertextuality. In order to find more instances of this phenomenon, they also have to 

include ‘context’ in their search. This category, among other things, elucidates literary 

contexts (e.g. topoi, archetypes, conventions) and allusions to non-literary writings that 

do not directly point readers to one specific source text (e.g. a reference to a topic that is 
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discussed in a number of pamphlets). In order to avoid misunderstandings, the 

guidelines on how to use the filter should explicitly draw users’ attention to this issue.   

 
Context: This category elucidates different fields of background knowledge that inform 

the primary text. These fields include but are not restricted to culture, history, 

biography, politics, religion, philosophy, science, and literature. When an allusion to, 

for example, a historical personage is so vague that it cannot be unequivocally 

identified, it would be annotated in the ‘interpretation’ and/or ‘question’ category.  

 
Interpretation: This category discusses the findings of all other categories and draws 

conclusions from them concerning the meaning of a passage or text. When in doubt 

whether a piece of information is still factual or already interpretative, annotators are on 

the safe side when they classify it as interpretation. As this category is based on the 

information provided in other categories, it rarely appears on L1. ‘Interpretation’ also 

discusses different scholarly approaches to the primary text.27 TEASys strives to always 

include different ways of interpreting a passage rather than privileging one reading over 

others. What does not belong in this category are speculations that can in no way be 

related to the primary text.  

 The inclusion of interpretation in an annotation has often been criticised.28 Other 

theorists, however, argue in favour of interpretative notes as long as they include 

different opinions and as long as the tension between different interpretative strands is 

explicitly shown (cf. Frühwald, “Zusammenfassung” 208). For instance, compiling 

annotations that appeared in previous editions of the text can be one “attempt to 

approach objectivity in the documentation of differing views” (Wells 112). Thus, rather 

than telling readers how they have to interpret a passage or text, annotations  should 

offer them different possibilities for how they could read them (cf. Göpfert 101; cf. 

Sauermann and Zwerschina 17). Austermühl even argues that the omission rather than 

the inclusion of  interpretative information delimits readers’ interpretation of a text 

because interpretative annotations make readers aware of possible dimensions of 

meaning that are only implicit in the text and would hence be overlooked by most 
 

27 That annotations should also provide an overview over secondary literature has been 
suggested by, for example, Göttsche (cf. 54); Kanzog (cf. Prolegomena 219); Koopmann (cf. 
54); Knoop (cf. 211); and Schmidt (cf. 82).  

28 See e.g. Koch (cf. 134-135); Fuhrmann (cf. 43-44); Roloff (cf. “Probleme” 46); Senger (cf. 
71); Beehler (cf. n.pag.); Mundt, Roloff, and Seelbach (cf.163); Hagen (cf. “Von den 
Erläuterungen” 222); Martens (cf. “Kommentar” 46); Battestin (cf. 13); and Goulden (cf. 143; 
158). 
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readers (cf. 60-61). Of course, the providing of different interpretative approaches does 

still not guarantee that no reader’s understanding of the text is delimited. However, 

TEASys tries to minimise this risk by explicitly marking interpretation as interpretation 

and by allowing readers who reject interpretative annotations to filter them out. On the 

“About” page of the TEASys website, readers could also explicitly be told that they do 

not have to follow any of the interpretations suggested in the annotations and that they 

can also propose their own readings for inclusion in a note.  

 
Textual variants: In this category, it is discussed how the different versions of a text 

differ from each other. For reasons of feasibility and relevance, only important textual 

variants are included, i.e. those that might have a considerable effect on the meaning of 

the text. The discussion of at least some variants in explanatory notes has been endorsed 

by several theorists.29 The possible reasons why a part of the text was changed and how 

this change affects the meaning of the text are elucidated in the ‘interpretation’ 

category. 

 
Questions: Annotators should not pretend that there is a clear, simple answer for a 

problem in the text when there is none (cf. Jansohn 218-20; Jungmayr and Mundt 160; 

Woesler 22). Hence, this category documents the questions come up while a contributor 

conducts research for a certain annotation (e.g. when an allusion cannot be identified or 

when sources contradict each other). Its aims are two-fold: For one, instead of hiding 

the difficulties that arise from the text, this category makes transparent to readers which 

questions have not been solved yet.30 Furthermore, it is an explicit call for contribution, 

i.e. users are invited to help solving the problems that other annotators were unable to 

address. In order to save time, the unfruitful research that has already been conducted on 

a topic is also recorded in this category, so future contributors do not have to look at the 

same secondary sources again.  

 
 
 
 

 
29See, e.g., Edwards (cf. 99); Francke (cf. 85); Frühwald (cf. “Formen” 16); Kraft (cf. 89); 

Mundt, Roloff, and Seelbach (cf. 163); Schmidt (cf. 89); and Roloff (cf. “Probleme” 45-46).  
30The inclusion of unsolved questions in an annotation has been advised by several theorists. 

See Hettche (cf. 144); Mathijsen (“Commentary” 194; “Die ‘sieben Todsünden’” 260); 
Mundt, Roloff and Seelbach (cf. 163); and Roloff (cf. “Fragen” 138). For the annotating 
project Infinite Ulysses, Visconti also plans to create a “list of unanswered questions on the 
site that you can also pull into your RSS feed” (Visconti, ‘How Can You’ 24). 
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Categories: General Guidelines 

There can be no mixed categories. For example, one cannot write a part of an annotation 

that both analyses the form of a passage and interprets this form. Rather, the annotation 

would have to include both a “form” and an “interpretation” part, i.e. two separate texts. 

In this case, ‘form’ would appear on L1 and ‘interpretation’ on L2 because the latter 

builds on the information provided by the former. Categories do not require an element 

of the same category on a previous level. For instance, an annotation can have a L2 

‘intratext’ section without there being an L1 ‘intratext’ part. In some cases, an 

annotation for a phrase has to be based on several separate annotations for the words in 

this phrase. In this case, it is possible to create an annotation that is not anchored in the 

primary text but in each of the annotations it builds on (for this issue also see the 

discussion of the mind map in chapter 2.3).  

 

Filtering 

By default, users of the Annotating Literature website will be able to see all available 

levels and categories for an annotation. This means that they also have the ability to 

filter manually rather than automatically. When readers click on a part of the primary 

text for which different overlapping annotations are offered, a pop-up window appears 

in which they can choose the annotation that best addresses their question: 

  Fig. 3. TEASys: Pop-up window showing overlapping annotations 
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A further pop-up window tells readers which kinds of levels and categories are offered 

for each annotation, and they can choose which ones to access and which ones to skip: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For screenshots of a complete annotation using TEASys see Appendix 2. For more 

examples see the prototype of our project website. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4. TEASys: Primary text and pop-up window 

Fig. 5. TEASys website: ‘interpretation’ is hidden; ‘form’ is shown 

http://www.annotating-literature.org/annotations/


50 
 

Users who already have a very clear research purpose in mind will soon also be able to 

use an automatic filter. This way, they can decide which of the available parts of an 

annotation are shown in the pop-up window in the first place. A prototype for this filter 

could look as follows: 

 
Fig. 6. Filter matrix for TEASys 
 
4.3 Guiding Principles 
 
Relevance  

Every part of an annotation should be relevant for understanding, interpreting, and 

enjoying the primary text. Of course, not all parts can be relevant for all readers, but 

there must never be a piece of information that, for example, digresses so far from the 

theme of the annotated passage that not a single reader can perceive it as helpful. For 

every single sentence, for every single secondary source, an annotator should be able to 

justify why it was included in the note. This also means that each item is elucidated in 

context: The information provided in a note always has to stand in direct relationship to 

the primary text, e.g. it does not explain what a word could theoretically mean but only 

what it can mean in a specific sentence or passage. Likewise, annotations are not meant 

to be general essays on a topic. When, for example, the primary text contains a 

reference to a historical personage, the annotation only names those facts concerning 

this personage that are relevant in the context of the annotated work. Anachronistic 
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notes like ‘the author did not know that person xyz would become Prime Minister fifty 

years after this novel was published’ are avoided by all means.  

 
Hyperlinking  
 
As has been shown in chapter three, most digital annotation projects do not contain any 

links between annotations. TEASys follows a different approach and strives to make 

comprehensible how the information provided in different annotations, or parts of 

annotations, is connected. For this aim, all explanatory notes are saved in a database and 

can be hyperlinked with each other (cf. Bauer and Zirker, “Explanatory Annotation” 

229). Thereby, it can be shown how one field of knowledge is related to another or – 

following hermeneutic principles – how the understanding of a whole primary text relies 

on the elucidation of its specific parts and vice versa. Users who feel distracted by 

visible hyperlinks will, however, be able to hide them.  

 
Continuous Reflection and Revision 
 
The principles of TEASys, for example the exact definitions of each category, are not 

cast in stone. Neither is the present content of the annotations. The current rules of 

TEASys are recorded in a living style guide, which is used by the annotating groups in 

Tübingen and will also be made available to volunteer contributors on the website. 

These guidelines are revised whenever the need arises, for example when annotators 

notice that the style guide does not yet address a certain issue (e.g. when it is unclear in 

which category a piece of information should be included) or when an existing rule 

cannot be satisfyingly put into practice. In such cases, this problem is first addressed in 

the individual annotating group, the mentor of which then meets with the mentors of 

other groups and with the supervisors of the project. In these meetings, rules are added 

to TEASys or improved. From this point onwards, these are used for all future 

annotations and existing annotations are reviewed accordingly. Thereby, theory informs 

practice, practice again informs theory, and a best-practice model is gradually 

developed. Since the annotations are published digitally, they can be quickly updated 

whenever new guidelines become operative, an annotator finds new secondary sources 

on a topic, or the need for further elucidation is perceived. The problems in terms of 

citeability and reliability that arise from such revisions are addressed in chapter 6.3.  

 

http://www.annotation.es.uni-tuebingen.de/?page_id=958
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4.4 Collaboration 
 
Apart from setting up such a best-practice model and from providing readers with 

academically reliable annotations, the Tübingen project is also currently establishing an 

“international network of collaboration” (Bauer and Zirker, “Whipping Boys” par. 57). 

This collaboration takes place on different levels. Students in Tübingen (and, since 

recently, also in Berlin) can join an annotating peer-group, in which BA, MA, and PhD 

students meet on a weekly basis in order to elucidate one or, in the case of poetry, 

several texts. After the group has reflected on which items require annotation, each 

participant prepares several explanatory notes, which are discussed and revised during 

the meetings. This means that, rather than by a single expert, a text is annotated by its 

readers, who frequently are in a better position to reflect on the exact problems for 

understanding that arise from the text. Since each explanatory note is thoroughly 

discussed with other participants, open questions and incomprehensible or vague 

phrasings are detected before publication.31 When an annotation has undergone multiple 

stages of revision, it is handed in to the supervisors of the project, who revise it again in 

order to guarantee its academic quality. Apart from joining one of the peer-groups, 

students can also participate in seminars taught by the supervisors. The method for 

writing and revising annotations in these seminars is the same as in the student groups. 

Occasionally, such seminars also lead to the establishing of new groups once the 

semester is over.  

 The student groups and seminars show that annotating can also be used as a 

didactic tool that helps students improve their academic writing, research and close 

reading skills and acquire profound knowledge on a specific topic. In those groups, 

students act as editors of each others’ annotations and review them with respect to 

content, style, and grammar. For most ‘ordinary’ literary studies term papers, it is 

sufficient to conduct research only in the MLA database, on JSTOR, or through Google 

Scholar – but not so for annotations. For these, one often has to find information on 

rather obscure topics, for example on the profession and decline of the ticket porter. 

Students of literature thus also learn how to resort to scholarly resources that do not 

belong to their own field but to history, theology, or art, for instance. Furthermore, 

annotating forces students to concentrate on those parts of a text that they do not 

 
31 First findings indicate that this method has been successful: In the user survey discussed in 

the next chapter, participants rated the TEASys annotations as easier to understand than 
annotations provided in the Arden edition (see chapter 5.4.5).  
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understand; they are “simply not allowed to pass over difficult passages lightly and then 

move on to the next scene” (Stroud 217). Through close reading, they identify what 

exactly it is that makes the text hard to comprehend, and they develop strategies for 

addressing these problems with the help of both the primary text itself and secondary 

sources. Annotating also means that students have to focus on very specific topics rather 

than broad ones, thereby expanding and deepening the knowledge they already possess. 

For example, if they are readers of Dickens, it is very likely that they have at least an 

idea about poverty and philanthropy in the Victorian age, but it is improbable that they 

have ever heard about the concept of a ‘voting charity’. In an ‘ordinary’ seminar, one 

can rarely focus on such small, seemingly insignificant fields of knowledge, but they are 

at the very heart of annotating and help students broaden their cultural, historical, and 

literary knowledge.  

 The kind of collaboration that takes place in student groups and seminars relies 

on personal contact and face-to-face discussions, which make it comparatively easy to 

make sure that students’ annotations adhere to the TEASys guidelines. On a less 

personal level, external contributors are also able to add and revise explanatory notes on 

the project website. The TEASys guidelines are essential for this kind of collaboration, 

as they provide external volunteers with transparent standards that their work has to 

meet. As of yet, it is not entirely clear how these standards will be enforced in the 

future. Currently, annotations have to be accepted or revised by administrators before 

they become visible to all users. Administrators are also able to reject contributions 

altogether or to revise annotations that have already been accepted. It is possible, 

however, that users may be discouraged from contributing to the project when 

administrators hold such a powerful position and can reject or alter their notes without 

explaining why. The problem of how to ensure the academic quality of annotations 

without scaring away contributors will be discussed in more detail in chapter 6.2.  

 In terms of theoretical collaboration, TEASys is presented at national and 

international conferences. The feedback gathered there helps to further improve the 

guidelines as well as the layout of the website. As of now, interdisciplinary 

collaboration takes place with empirical educational sciences, which investigate the 

effect of reading and producing annotations on text comprehension, and with media 

informatics, whose expertise was used to design the TEASys website.  

 

 

http://www.annotating-literature.org/annotations/
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5. Pilot Study: Readers’ Attitudes Towards Digital Annotations  
 
Users’ acceptance of digital annotations is a crucial issue for both editors/annotators and 

funding institutions.32 There is no use in developing an annotated online edition – a 

process that consumes a great amount of both of time and money – when no one wants 

to utilise it. For this reason, I investigated users’ attitudes towards electronic reading in 

general, towards annotations in general, towards digital annotations in comparison to 

printed ones, and asked them which features they would find useful in a digital 

annotated edition. Furthermore, I collected feedback on our newly designed TEASys 

website. This non-representative pilot study (n=14) marks only a first step towards a 

thorough exploration of readers’ expectations for, and use of, digital annotations. 

Further surveys are planned. The results indicate that participants find annotations 

helpful and have a negative attitude towards reading literary texts on electronic devices 

but favour digital annotations over printed ones. Furthermore, they were divided over 

the features (e.g. multimedia elements) they desire in a digital annotated edition; thus, a 

stronger focus of future user studies could lie on this field.  

 

5.1 Similar Surveys 
 
Surveys on readers’ preferences for printed or digital reading, both of literary and 

scholarly texts, are too numerous to be discussed here in detail.33 Hence, the focus will 

lie on studies of users’ attitudes towards (digital) annotations. The existing research in 

this field strongly suggests that readers have a positive perception of explanatory notes.  

 In the context of surveys concerned with digital reading in general, the access to 

further information on a text is often mentioned among the features that readers most 

appreciate about this type of reading. Baron notes that readers’ use of digital texts has 

led them to expect that “reading should include instant access to other resources” (198). 

When Bélisle asked readers about their experiences with e-books and their suggestions 

how these could be improved, they answered that they appreciated being able to quickly 

look up words in dictionaries and wished also to find  

 
32 Publishing companies are not mentioned here because they almost never figure in the 

publication of digital editions. As Rosselli Del Turco notes, “web-based editions curated by 
publishers and made available for a subscription fee [are] [...] not particularly popular in the 
Humanities, at least not for digital editions” (227n30). 

33 To name only a few, these surveys include Baron; Baron, Calixte, and Havewala; Kachaluba, 
Brady, and Critten; Kelly, “Tablet Computers”; Shrimplin et al.; Revelle et al.; and Steding. 

http://www.annotating-literature.org/annotations/
http://www.annotating-literature.org/annotations/
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d'information sur l'auteur, sur l’œuvre et sur sa creation [...]. 
[P]lusieurs lecteurs ont suggéré d’inclure avec une œuvre des 
documents multimédias accessibles par hyperliens [...], des 
commentaires de critiques littéraires, des informations sur le contexte 
social, culturel et littéraire de la production de l’œuvre. (Bélisle 209) 
 

Of the university students surveyed by Baron, Calixte, and Havewala, 13.6% said that 

what they liked best about electronic reading was that they could “search for words, find 

information, and/or use the internet”, one responding that “‘you can look up something 

right away if you don’t understand it’” (598). Even though annotations are not explicitly 

named in any of these surveys, they show that the instant access to a wealth of 

explanatory material is seen as one of the main advantages of digital reading. 

 Most surveys directly concerned with digital annotations are restricted to 

readers’ use and appreciation of glosses, i.e. of “brief definition[s] or synonym[s], either 

in L1 or L2, which [are] provided with the text” (Nation 174). Studies on students 

reading in a foreign language have shown that they highly appreciate annotations that 

explain the meaning of unknown words to them (cf. Chen and Yen 420-21; Jacobs, 

Dufon and Hong 26; Ko 132; Lenders 469). Similarly, Sakar and Erçetin found that, 

even though hypermedia annotations negatively affected L2 learners’ reading 

comprehension, the students had “positive attitudes towards annotations [i.e. glosses]” 

(Sakar and Erçetin 28).34 

 The studies by Erçetin, by Lomicka, and by Davis and Lyman-Hager also 

included other types of annotations. Erçetin found that participants who were not 

interested in the topic of the primary text used more content-related annotations when 

they had little prior knowledge, while participants who were interested in the topic 

turned to these annotations more often when they had much prior knowledge (cf. 228). 

This shows that the wish to understand the text better is only one motive for the use of 

annotations, the desire to gain more information on a text one already understands 

another. A similar result was obtained in my own survey, see 5.4.2. The studies by 

Lomicka as well as by Davis and Lyman-Hager suggest that readers prefer annotations 

that explain unknown words over other kinds of annotations (cf. Lomicka 47; Davis and 

Lyman-Hager 61). This finding was replicated in the present survey as well (see 5.4.3). 

 A study by Steding found that academics perceive annotations as an essential 

part of a scholarly edition. 82,4% of the participants even considered them to be the 

 
34 For other studies that tested the effect of (hypermedia) annotations on L2 learners’ text 

comprehension and vocabulary acquisition see AbuSeileek as well as Lee and Lee. 
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most important feature of such an edition (cf. Steding 245).  Participants also answered 

that "[c]ommentary and annotations [...] are the second most important reason for using 

[scholarly] editions" (right after the "need for reliable textual data") (243). Concerning 

the criteria for choosing a certain edition, the first place was divided between the “most 

useful commentary” and the “latest edition of this text” (244).  

 The present survey adds to the research in this field by investigating whether 

readers prefer printed or digital annotations. Furthermore, it examines why exactly 

readers resort to explanatory notes, which kinds of annotations (in terms of content) 

they find most helpful, and which additional features could make the user experience of 

digital annotated editions even more comfortable. 

 
5.2 Methodology 
 
Participants 
 
Fourteen students of the University of Tübingen participated in this pilot study. Twelve 

of them were humanities students, two came from other faculties. Except for one 

participant, all students were native speakers of German. Four of the students had 

already heard about the Annotating Literature project in Tübingen, but none of them 

was part of an annotating peer group and none of them had attended a seminar on 

annotating. 42,9% of the participants studied English and had already taken part in a 

seminar/lecture course on Shakespeare, whose sonnet 81 was used in the survey. Half of 

the students read Shakespeare about once a year, 28,6% of them about once a month, 

the rest never.  

 
The Survey 

The questionnaire was created using SoSci Survey; all parts of it were in English. Likert-

scales were used for most of the survey, but there were also several blank input fields. 

The study was conducted in the eScience Centre of the University of Tübingen; a pure 

online survey distributed via email was not possible because participants were also 

given printed material. The main part of the questionnaire consisted of eight sections:  

(1) Reading preferences:  Students were asked whether they preferred to read printed 

or digital texts for different genres (e.g. novels) and for different reading purposes (e.g. 

close reading).  

(2) Annotations in general: Participants were explained how the term ‘annotation’ 

would be used in the survey. They were asked how helpful they found annotations in 
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general, why they used them, and which kinds of information they most helpful in an 

annotation. 

(3) Prior experience with digital annotations: Students were asked if they had ever 

read an annotated digital edition. If yes, they were asked to rate these annotations in 

comparison to printed ones, using a number of variables (e.g. trustworthiness or user-

friendliness). If not, they could give their reason(s) for not having read such an edition. 

(4) Reading task: Participants then read Shakespeare’s sonnet 81, which was displayed 

on the screen. On the next page, they had to note down one word or line that, in their 

opinion, required annotation the most. 

(5) Print annotations: After this, they read the annotation for this item as offered by the 

Shakespeare Arden edition (Shakespeare’s Sonnets, ed. Katherine Duncan-Jones).35 For 

this, they had access to a paper copy of the respective pages in the Arden edition, but 

they were not told which edition they were given. Participants were provided with 

another sheet of paper on which they could take notes concerning the following five 

questions: Is the annotation helpful? Is it reliable/academic? Is it easy to understand? Is 

it too long/too short? Does it delimit interpretation?  

(6) Digital annotations: On the next page, participants were provided with a link to the 

website of the Tübingen Annotating Literature project, which also provides annotations 

for sonnet 81. In order to reduce bias, participants were told that the link would 

randomly lead them to one of six websites that are concerned with Shakespeare’s 

sonnets. Students were asked to read the annotation for the same item they had looked 

up in the printed edition and to take notes for the same five questions again. For this, 

they had been given another sheet of paper at the beginning of the survey. 

(7) Evaluation: printed vs. digital annotations. After having returned from the 

website to the survey, students answered questions regarding their experience with both 

the printed and the digital annotations. The same questions were asked for both types of 

annotations and participants were allowed to use the notes they had taken. In a blank 

field, users could also make remarks on annotations they had seen. 

(8) Evaluation of the website: At last, participants were asked to provide feedback on 

the website. In order to reduce bias, they were told that the website had been created at 

the University of Bochum, not of Tübingen. In a blank field, they could write which 

 
35 If the item they had marked as requiring annotation the most was not explained in the Arden 

edition, participants were allowed to choose another item. 
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features they would like to be implemented in the future and they could suggest how the 

annotations on the website might be further improved.  

 
For the full questionnaire see Appendix 3.  
 
5.3 Limitations 
 
Due to the number of participants (n=14), this pilot study is not representative. The 

sample also included only one of the groups that might visit our website, namely 

students with not much prior knowledge of, or enthusiasm for, the primary text.36 

Hence, a similar survey should also be conducted with scholarly experts and (non-

academic) enthusiasts in order to see whether their attitudes towards digital annotations 

are similar to those of the students and whether the features they desire in a digital 

annotated edition are the same.  

 Participants did not read all annotations in both editions, only those for the item 

they marked as requiring annotation the most. Thus, their evaluation of the explanatory 

notes depended on which notes exactly they read, i.e. on their respective content and 

features (e.g. length or the inclusion of references). Hence, the students’ assessment of 

the two editions should not be entirely generalised. However, the small number of 

participants would theoretically allow one to look at the annotations each student chose 

to read37 and to conjecture to which extent the individual features of these annotations 

might have influenced their evaluation. For example, the print edition would maybe 

have been rated as more reliable if more students had read a printed note that included a 

reference to secondary literature. 

 Furthermore, the survey only tested whether students perceived the annotations 

to be helpful for understanding the primary text; their actual understanding was not 

tested. 

 

 

 
36 I infer this from the fact that only some of the participants had taken a seminar on 

Shakespeare before and that none of them read his works more often than once in a month.  
37 Five students marked “epitaph” as requiring annotation the most. The second place (two votes 

each) is shared by “your epitaph to make” and “where breath most breathes, even in the 
mouths of men”. The following words/lines were marked by one student each: “hence”, 
“When you entombed in men's eyes shall lie”, “And tongues to be your being shall rehearse”, 
“o’er-read”, and “Which eyes not yet created shall o'er-read”.  
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5.4 Results 

5.4.1 Print vs. Digital: General Reading Preferences 
 
Among other things, the survey strived to investigate whether there is a correlation 

between the participants’ preferred medium for reading literary texts and their preferred 

medium for reading annotations. To this aim, students were asked which medium they 

preferred for different kinds of literary texts and for different reading purposes.  

 Participants favoured print irrespective of the genre or length of a literary text 

(see Tab. 1). However, the inclination towards print was most marked for longer texts 

(i.e. long poems, novels, and plays). A preference for printed texts was also found in 

other surveys (cf. Baron 195; Merga 237). That this preference is especially strong in 

the case of long works has been noted as well (cf. Baron, Calixte, and Havewala 592).  

 

            Genre 
Medium 

Short stories Short poems Long poems Novels Plays 

Print 57,1 % 57,1 % 71,4 % 85,7 % 78,6 % 
Either medium 28,6 % 35,7 % 14,3 % - 7,1 % 
Electronic 7,1 % 7,1 % - 7,1 % - 
No answer38 7,1 % - 14,3 % 7,1 % 14,3 % 

Tab. 1: Which kinds of texts do you prefer to read in print, which on electronic devices? 

 

When asked which medium they preferred for different reading purposes and 

practices, participants also preferred print – with one predictable exception (see Tab. 2). 

While they favoured printed texts when reading for seminars/term papers, for leisure, 

and for close analyses, students liked to skim texts in either medium. In the case of 

academic reading, the preference for print was even stronger than in the case of reading 

for leisure. Again, these findings are substantiated by existing research: The screens of 

electronic devices seem to encourage skimming but prevent immersive or concentrated 

reading, which is a prerequisite for thorough analyses (cf. Mangen 251; Baron 195-96; 

198). Participants of other surveys also predominantly preferred print for both academic 

purposes and leisure, with the preference being even more marked in the former case 

(cf. Kachaluba, Brady, and Critten 103; Baron, Calixte, and Havewala 595).39  

 

 
38 Participants were told to skip the questions for the kinds of texts they never read. 
39 However, see Shrimplin et al., who obtained the opposite result, namely that it is especially for leisure 

that print is favoured (cf. 185-86). 
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            Purpose 
Medium 

Seminars/ 
term papers Leisure Skimming Close reading 

Print 85,7 % 78,6 % 28,6 % 92,9 % 
Either medium 7,1 % 7,1 % 42,9 % - 
Electronic - 7,1 % 21,4 % - 
No answer 7,1 % 7,1 % 7,1 % 7,1 % 

 Tab. 2: For which reading purposes do you prefer print; for which purposes  
 do you prefer electronic devices? 
 

5.4.2 Attitude Towards Annotations in General 
 
The majority of participants highly appreciated annotations. 78, 6% of them (strongly) 

agreed with the statement “I find annotations helpful”. None of them (strongly) 

disagreed. Half of them even (strongly) agreed with the suggestion that they would 

“rather buy a slightly more expensive annotated edition than a cheaper unannotated 

edition.” Hence, this survey could replicate the results cited in 5.1 that show readers’ 

high esteem of annotations.  

 However, participants’ experience with explanatory notes was not altogether 

positive. 35,7% of them (strongly) agreed with the statement that annotations “distract 

me from the text; I find them annoying”, and 28,5% (strongly) agreed that annotations 

“often do not answer the questions I have when reading a text”. Thus, while participants 

perceived annotations as potentially very helpful, they also noted shortcomings in 

practice. Both disadvantages mentioned could be solved through digital explanatory 

notes: readers who do not want to get distracted could turn off the indications that mark 

the presence of an annotation, and the lack of space limitations ensures that annotations 

can satisfyingly address readers’ questions. 

 
Participants’ motives for using annotations are ranked as follows: 

(1) Fear of missing important information: 78,5 % of the them (strongly) agreed that 

they read annotations for this reason; the rest was neutral.  

(2) Topic interest: 71,5 % of the students (strongly) agreed with the remark “I decide to 

read annotations whenever I get the impression that their content might interest me, 

even if I feel that I would understand the text without them.”  

(3) Fear of misunderstanding/not understanding the primary text: While 42,9% of the 

participants (strongly) agreed that this was one of the reasons why they read explanatory 

notes, 28,5% of them (strongly) disagreed.  
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(4) Obligation: Some critics of annotations argue that readers only use them because 

they feel obliged to, not because they are interested in them or because they feel that 

they need them (cf. Beehler n.pag.). However, 42,8% of the participants (strongly) 

disagreed with this suggestion. Nevertheless, 35,7% (strongly) agreed;  for this reason, 

readers should be allowed to turn off indications of annotations in a digital edition and 

only see those notes they actively ask for. 

 These results indicate that readers do not primarily turn to annotations because 

they have trouble understanding the text but rather because they desire further enriching 

information. In other words, readers of a certain level often understand the gist of a text, 

but they use annotations because they want to comprehend it in all of its nuances and 

subtle allusions.  

5.4.3 The Helpfulness of Different Kinds of Annotations 
 
TEASys uses eight categories in order to describe the different fields of knowledge that 

an annotation can address (for more information see chapter 4.2). In the survey, 

participants were provided with a brief description of seven of them and were asked to 

rate their helpfulness.40 The students assessed ‘language’ as the most helpful category 

by far, while ‘variants’ were seen as not very helpful. A possible reason for this 

rejection of ‘variants’ is that most likely none of the participants had experience with 

text editing. It would thus be interesting to investigate how scholars rate the helpfulness 

of this category. ‘Intertext’ and ‘context’ also received high ratings, though 

considerably less than ‘language’. These two categories that point to something outside 

the primary text were seen as more helpful than ‘form’ and ‘intratext’, both of which 

explain a feature in the primary text. A reason for this preference might be that a 

rhetoric figure or a motif can be spotted through close reading alone, whereas readers 

often need further resources in order to identify the referent of an allusion. Among 

theorists it is highly contested whether annotations should contain interpretation41. 

 
40 The ‘questions’ category was not included in the survey, as this category is primarily (though 

not exclusively) aimed at annotators rather than readers and as it was expected that 
participants could better identify with consumers than with producers of annotations. In future 
surveys with possible volunteer annotators, however, this category will also be included. 

41 Those who are against interpretation include Koch (cf. 134-135); Fuhrmann (cf. 43-44); 
Roloff (cf. “Probleme” 46); Senger (cf. 71); Beehler (cf. n.pag.); Mundt, Roloff, and Seelbach 
(cf.163); Hagen (cf. “Von den Erläuterungen” 222); Martens (cf. “Kommentar” 46); Battestin 
(cf. 13); and Goulden (cf. 143; 158).  Those who are in favour of interpretation include 
Stüben (cf. 102; 106); Frühwald (cf. “Zusammenfassung” 208); Göpfert (cf. 101); Woesler (cf. 
23); Sauermann and Zwerschina (cf. 17); Austermühl (cf. 60-61); and Knoop (cf. 211). 
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Likewise, participants of the survey were divided over the usefulness of the 

‘interpretation’ category even though more students had a positive attitude towards it. 

 
A preference for ‘language’ annotations was also shown in other surveys: Davis and 

Lyman-Hager provided participants not only with glosses but also with information 

about pronunciation, grammar, relations among characters, and cultural references (cf. 

Davis and Lyman-Hager 60). Of all the annotations accessed by the participants, 85% 

were word explanations, while only 3,27% provided cultural context (other information 

was even less accessed) (cf. 61). In Lomicka’s study, a part of the participants was 

offered six different kinds of annotations42, but they still preferred word explanations 

(cf. Lomicka 47). 

 The fact that some categories were rated as less helpful than other does, of 

course, not mean that we should stop providing readers with these kinds of information. 

Rather, it means that the definitions on our homepage do not only have to explain which 

field of knowledge each category addresses but also how this information can enhance 

understanding. Most importantly, the annotations in these categories themselves have to 

convince readers of their usefulness. The guidelines developed in the TEASys style 

guide, which put a strong focus on relevance and readerly needs, ensure that there will 

be no such thing as an unhelpful or useless part of an annotation. 

5.4.4 Prior Experience with Digital Annotations 
 
Half of the participants had already read digital annotations prior to the survey. They 

were asked to rate these notes in comparison to printed annotations. The other half were 

asked for the reason(s) why they had never used an annotated online edition. 

 
42 Those were: “definition in French; images, references, questions, pronunciation, and 

translation in English” (Lomicka 46). The participants (learners of French) differed in their 
preference for either French or English glosses (cf. 47). 

 

Rated best (very helpful or helpful) Rated worst (unhelpful or very unhelpful) 
Language (92,9 %) Variants (35,7 %) 
Intertext (71,5 %) Interpretation (21,4 %) 
Context (64,3 %) Form (21,4 %) 
Interpretation (57,2%) Context (14,3 %) 
Form (50 %) Language, Intertext, Intratext (7,1 %) 
Intratext (42,8 %)  
Variants (35,7 %)  

Tab. 3: Perceived usefulness of the different categories used in TEASys 
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In two respects, participants’ assessment of the digital annotations they had used prior to 

the survey was positive. 42,9% of them rated these annotations as slightly more user-

friendly than printed ones, another 42,9 % were neutral. In terms of helpfulness, 57,1 

% of the students rated electronic annotations as slightly better than printed ones, the 

rest of them found no difference between the two mediums. Students were, however, 

divided over the questions of trustworthiness and subjectivity: 28,6% rated those 

digital annotations as “slightly less trustworthy” and as “(slightly) more subjective”, 

while the same percentage found them “slightly more trustworthy” and “slightly less 

subjective”(emphasis added). The rest of the participants found that digital notes were 

as trustworthy or subjective as printed ones. Given that many readers tend to distrust 

digital resources (cf. Ralle 151; Sahle 2: 207-08), it is surprising that at least some of the 

participants found the annotations in the new medium more trustworthy and less 

subjective. However, digital annotating projects should make greater efforts to produce 

academically reliable notes and – almost as important – to also communicate this fact to 

readers. Concerning length, 42,9% of the participants answered that the digital 

annotations they had read were (slightly) longer than printed ones, while the rest of 

them estimated that they were of about the same length.  

 Unfortunately, none of the participants remembered the exact digital annotated 

edition they had read; otherwise, it would have been possible to look at the features of 

each of these editions and draw conclusions as to why the participants, for example, 

rated its annotations less user-friendly or more subjective.  

 Those participants who answered that they had not read digital annotations prior 

to the survey were provided with six possible reasons for this, from which they could 

choose one or more. A blank field for other reasons was also offered, but none of the 

students used it.  The reasons for not having read a digital annotated edition before 

are ranked as follows: 

 
1. “I prefer the layout of print editions” (57,1 %). 
2. “I am not interested in reading literature online” and “I did not know that annotated 

online texts exist. I would like to read one” (both 42,9 %).  
3. “I am not interested in reading annotations online” and “Online annotations are less 

trustworthy than printed ones”  (both 14,3%). 
None of the participants chose the sixth reason (“I did not know that annotated online 
texts exist. I am not interested in reading one”).  
 
The ranking shows that most readers are indeed interested in digital annotations but 

dislike reading digital primary texts. This finding is substantiated by the results 
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discussed in 5.4.1 and 5.4.5. The opposition to digital explanatory notes themselves was 

small among participants, but digital annotation projects still have to convince sceptics 

by providing notes that are evidently more user-friendly, more helpful and more reliable 

than those in the traditional medium.  

5.4.5 Print Annotations vs. Digital Annotations 
 
At the heart of the survey was the question whether participants rate digital annotations 

found on the TEASys website higher than those provided in the most recent Arden 

edition of Shakespeare’s sonnets. The results are very encouraging: In all respects, 

students favoured the digital annotations developed in the Tübingen Annotating 

Literature project over the printed ones in the Arden edition.   

 92,8% of the participants (strongly) agreed that the digital annotation helped 

them understand the text better; for the print edition the number was only 57,1 % and 

35,7% even answered that the printed annotations did not help them. 92,9% of the 

students found the digital annotations academic and reliable, while the percentage for 

the printed annotations was slightly lower (78,5 %). In terms of length, the right 

balance still has to be found: 57,1 % of the participants rated the printed annotations as 

too short, but 21,4 % found the digital annotations too long. Nevertheless, 57,2 % did 

not find the digital annotation too long. This is especially positive as the explanatory 

notes provided on the TEASys website are usually more extensive than those in most 

printed and several digital editions. Concerning their comprehension of the 

annotation, 78,6 % of the students strongly agreed that the digital one was easy to 

understand, while only 50% said the same about the printed note. 35,7% even (strongly) 

disagreed that the print annotation was easy to comprehend, while in the case of the 

digital one, those 21,4 % who did not strongly agree were neutral. Possible reasons for 

the better comprehensibility of the digital annotations are that they were written and 

reviewed by university students rather than scholarly experts and that the Arden edition 

has to use many abbreviations due to its space restrictions. When asked whether the 

annotations offered different possibilities of interpreting the text, neither edition 

received excellent ratings. However, the digital annotations were still favoured: 64,3 % 

(strongly) agreed with the statement as opposed to only 35,7% who (strongly) agreed 

when asked about for the print version. In order to improve in this respect, the TEASys 

project should find a way to indicate the different possible interpretations better, for 

example through numbering. In a similar strain, 14,2% of the participants (strongly) 
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agreed that both the printed and the digital annotation delimit interpretation. Despite 

the fact that these students were in the minority, the Tübingen project still has to 

minimise the risk of pushing users into the direction of a certain reading. A first step is 

the filter, which will soon be implemented in the website and which allows users to hide 

all parts of an annotation that are marked with ‘interpretation’ (for more information see 

chapter 4.2). 92,8 % of students found the digital annotation helpful when reading for 

a seminar; in the case of the printed annotation only 50% (strongly) agreed with this 

statement. Concerning leisure, the digital note was again favoured over the printed one 

(78,6% vs. 50%), but the difference between the two editions was not as marked as 

when academic reading was concerned. This result also shows that participants found 

the digital annotation better suited for scholarly purposes than for leisure reading.  

 
The annota-
tion I read… Medium strongly 

agree agree neutral disagree strongly 
disagree 

don’t 
know 

helped me 
understand the 
text better 

print 7,1 % 
71,4  % 

50  % 
21,4  % 

7,1  % 
- 

7,1  % 
7,1  % 

28,6  % 
- 

- 
- digital 

was academic 
and reliable 

print 57,1  % 
78,6  % 

21,4  % 
14,3  % 

7,1  % 
7,1  % 

14,3  % 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- digital 

was too short print 35,7  % 
- 

21,4  % 
- 

- 
7,1  % 

14,3  % 
21,4  % 

28,6  % 
71,4  % 

- 
- digital 

was too long 
print - 

7,1  % 
7,1  % 
14,3  % 

14,3  % 
21,4  % 

14,3  % 
14,3  % 

64,3  % 
42,9  % 

- 
- digital 

was easy to 
understand 

print 50  % 
78,6  % 

- 
- 

14,3  % 
21,4  % 

7,1  % 
- 

28,6  % 
- 

- 
- digital 

offered differ-
ent possibilities  print 7,1  % 28,6  % 7,1  % 21,4  % 21,4  % - 
of interpreting 
the text digital 42,9  % 21,4  % 21,4  % - - 14,3 % 

delimited 
interpretation 

print 7,1  % 
7,1  % 

7,1  % 
7,1  % 

21,4  % 
7,1  % 

7,1  % 
14,3  % 

50 
50 

7,1  % 
14,3 %  digital 

would be help-
ful for seminars 

print 14,3  % 
71,4  % 

35,7  % 
21,4  % 

7,1  % 
- 

21,4  % 
- 

21,4 
7,1 

- 
- digital 

would be help-
ful for leisure 

print 21,4  % 
50  % 

28,6  % 
28,6  % 

21,4  % 
7,1  % 

- 
14,3  % 

28,6 
- 

- 
- digital 

Tab. 4: Comparison between digital annotations on the TEASys website and printed ones in the 
Arden edition 

There was found no correlation between participants’ preferred medium for reading 

literary texts and for reading annotations: While they predominantly favoured printed 

texts, they valued digital annotations more highly than printed ones.  
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Participants were also given the opportunity to comment on the two different notes they 

had read. Many of the comments concerning the print annotation hint at problems that 

arise due to space restrictions. One student wrote that the Arden annotation “could have 

been longer”, another complained that “it was just a repetition of the word in question, 

did not bring me any further”, and a third explained that the abbreviation “‘cf. TC 

1.3,244’ was confusing. I guess it is referring to another work of Shakespeare”. One 

participant was also annoyed that the print edition did not offer an annotation for the 

word he/she marked as requiring annotation the most: “It did not help me at all. I don't 

mind but others could be annoyed that they have to look the word or phrase up 

themselves”. Concerning comprehensibility, two participants noted that the digital 

annotations “were easier to understand”. One participant explicitly commented on 

TEASys (without knowing that this system exists) and said that he/she “liked the 

categories you could choose”.  

 While the results of this part of the survey indicate that students have a very 

positive impression of the digital annotations on the TEASys website, some work is still 

required to find the right balance between providing too little and too much information, 

and to minimise the risk of delimiting readers’ interpretation. 

5.4.6 Feedback on the Layout and Features of the Website 
 
In a last step, information on students’ impression of the newly designed TEASys 

website was gathered. Their attitude towards several features that could be implemented 

in the future was also tested. Participants’ assessment of the website was positive, but 

they were divided over many of the features that were suggested, meaning that the 

results obtained in this section are far from conclusive. 

 92,8% of the participants (strongly) agreed with the statement that they found 

the website more helpful than the printed edition. The same number thought that the 

website was user-friendly and that its layout is appropriate and does not distract from 

the text or the annotations. 78,5 % of the students (strongly) agreed that it was obvious 

were they could find the information they needed. It is likely that this number can be 

increased once the “About” page and a brief guided tour over all the features of our 

website are implemented. Participants were divided over the question whether they felt 

obliged to read all parts (i.e. all levels and categories) of an annotation: While 57,1% 

(strongly) agreed with this statement, 21,4% (strongly) disagreed. Again, the number of 

those who feel that they have to read all sections of an annotation might decrease once 
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the “About” page is made available. This page will explain the reasoning behind 

TEASys, namely that the system is meant to enable readers to only access those parts of 

the explanatory note that address their needs and interests. Unsurprisingly, the majority 

of participants (57,1 %) rejected the suggestion to read a longer text (e.g. a novel) on 

the website. This preference for print when reading longer texts has been observed in 

numerous studies (cf. Warwick, “Studying Users” 7; Tanner 2; Baron, Calixte, and 

Havewala 592, 596; also see 5.4.1 above). The majority of students (64,6%) also 

(strongly) agreed that they would not read a longer text on the website but search the 

annotations for helpful material. This percentage is, however, surprisingly low given 

that digital reading is frequently associated with non-linearity, consulting, and 

searching/browsing (cf. Göttsche 61; Radvan 28; Ralle 147; Sutherland and Pierazzo 

209; Baron, Calixte, and Havewala 592). Participants were divided over the question 

whether they would like to read a printed book and look at the annotations on their 

smart phone. While 42,9% strongly agreed, the same number (strongly) disagreed. For 

a future user study, a prototype of such an application could be designed and 

participants could test this function in practice (for more information see chapter 6.1). 

The feedback on the suggestion to be able to save annotations as pdf or to print them 

was positive, with 78,5% (strongly) agreeing.43 This answer also suggests that readers 

might use the annotations for academic purposes rather than for leisure reading. 

However, participants were very divided over another feature that would be helpful for 

scholarly purposes, namely the possibility to add personal notes that no other user 

could see: 42,9% (strongly) agreed, but the same percentage (strongly) disagreed. The 

result is insofar surprising as “note taking is an integral part of reading” (Brockman et 

al. 7) and as a different survey found this to be the most desired function for a digital 

edition (albeit a tablet-based one) (cf. Kelly, “Tablet Computers” 136).44 In terms of 

collaborative annotating, half of the participants answered that they would not like to 

contribute to the website by adding or revising annotations. A future user survey should 

test whether this reluctance is also to be found among (non-academic) enthusiasts or 

scholarly experts. Lastly, students were divided over the question whether the 

annotations should contain multimedia elements: 35,7% (strongly) agreed with this 

suggestion, but the same percentage (strongly) disagreed. The easiest solution for this 

 
43 This function was suggested by Franzini, Terras, and Mahony (cf. 181). 
44 Another survey also found that the main reason why students prefer printed texts for 

assignments is the ability to easily take notes on them (cf. Morris 106).  
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issue would be to provide multimedia elements but to allow users to hide all of them 

with the clicking of a single button.  

 
 Strongly  

agree agree neutral disagree strongly 
disagree 

don’t 
know 

The website is more helpful 
than the printed edition. 71,4 % 21,4 % - 7,1 % - - 
The website is user-friendly. 78,6 % 14,3 % 7,1 % - - - 
The layout is appropriate and 
does not distract. 78,6 % 14,3 % 7,1 % - - - 
It was obvious where I could 
find the information I needed. 71,4 % 7,1 % 14,3 % 7,1 % - - 
I felt obliged to read all levels 
and categories  35,7 % 21,4 % 21,4 % 14,3 % 7,1 % - 
I would read a longer text on 
this website. 21,4 % 14,3 % 7,1 % 35,7 % 21,4 % - 
I would not read a longer 
text, but would search the 
annotations for material. 

42,9 % 21,4 % 14,3 % 14,3 % 7,1 % - 

I would read a printed book 
and look at annotations on 
my smart phone.  

42,9 % - 14,3 % 35,7 % 7,1 % - 

I would like to print anno-
tations or save them as pdf. 57,1 % 21,4 % - 14,3 % 7,1 % - 
I would like to take personal 
notes (invisible for others). 14,3 % 28,6 % 7,1 % 28,6 % 21,4 % - 
I would like to contribute and 
revise annotations myself. 7,1 % 14,3 % 14,3 % 21,4 % 28,6 % 14,3 % 
It would be helpful to include 
multimedia elements. 21,4 % 14,3 % 14,3 % 7,1 % 28,6 % 14,3 % 
Tab. 5: Evaluation of the website and attitude towards possible features 

 
Participants were also provided with a blank field in which they could suggest 

improvements for the website (both in terms of content and layout). One student 

suggested to let users comment on annotations – a feature that can, for example, also be 

found on the social annotating platform Genius (see chapter 3). Again, participants were 

divided over the inclusion of multimedia elements: While one of them explicitly desired 

pictures, another commented that he/she “would not add a video to that. Keep it 

simple!”. One comment also shows the importance of including a brief section that 

explains the reasoning behind TEASys as it “was not really clear how the language / 

level category is working”. It was also suggested that the user-friendliness of the 

annotations could be enhanced by “less text [and a] clearer distinction between different 
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aspects (e.g. bold print, colour)”.45 Concerning the content, one participant commented 

that he/she would prefer much shorter notes and “less interpretation”. This again shows 

the usefulness of a system like TEASys – a user with these preferences could filter out 

all information that is provided in an ‘interpretation’ category as well as all level 2 and 3 

notes and only access brief, factual level 1 sections. 

 When asked which other features they would find useful, one participant 

answered “maybe a link to texts with similar words or content”. This comment indicates 

that the strong focus that the Tübingen project puts on hyperlinking will – at least by 

some users – be highly appreciated. The desire to have access to pictures, which was 

already mentioned in the previous question, was again expressed. Concerning the user-

friendliness of the layout, one student commented that it would be helpful to “have the 

option of seeing the annotations next to the text the whole time (without having to click 

through them separately)”. This function could definitively be implemented during the 

next phase of developing the TEASys website. Such a feature can, for example, also be 

seen in The Readers’ Thoreau, The Mark Twain Project, and Infinite Ulysses, all of 

which have been discussed in chapter 3.  

 Visconti was certainly right in stressing the importance of user surveys for the 

development of digital editions (cf. ‘Songs’ 54; ‘How Can You’ 1). Only by asking real 

readers about their preferences, attitudes, and needs can developers ensure that their 

project will make the transition from being an interesting idea to being a helpful and 

widely used tool.  

 

6. The Future of Digital Annotating 
 
6.1 Printed Literature and Digital Annotations? 
 
The Problem 
 
The results of the user survey discussed in 5.4.1 as well as other empirical evidence 

suggest that users still do not like to read texts on electronic devices (cf. Brockman et al. 

vii; Baron 195; Merga 237; Perrin 2). Research has found several reasons for the 

tendency to favour reading in print over digital reading. For one, users often feel that 

they get more easily distracted and cannot immerse themselves in the text when reading 

 
45 To this aim, one could also use the guidelines suggested by Nielsen, which include 

highlighted keywords, meaningful sub-headings, and bulleted lists (cf. “How Users Read” 
n.pag.). 
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on an electronic device, especially in the case of long, complex texts (cf. Baron 195-96; 

Baron, Calixte, and Havewala 592; Hillesund and Bélisle 143). Furthermore, many 

users regret that the sensual aspect of reading – the smell and weight of the book and the 

feeling of the pages – is lost in the new medium (cf. Baron 198; Baron, Calixte, and 

Havewala 601; Hillesund and Bélisle 133-34; Kamzelak 502; Shillingsburg, 

“Negotiating” 3-4). Another reason is that the layout of websites that provide digital 

texts and tools for working with them is not (yet?) conventionalised. Whereas printed 

books can be used almost intuitively, the features of each online edition have to be 

explored and learned anew, which costs users a lot of time (cf. Ralle 150; Shillingsburg, 

“Principles” 25). Lastly, many readers also find it cumbersome to mark passages or take 

notes on a digital text (cf. Baron 198; Morris 106; Kelly, “Tablet Computers” 137). 

Many of these issues, i.e. immersion, sensual aspects, and intuitive use, suggest that it is 

especially in the case of leisure reading that users favour print. For example, Shrimplin 

et al. have found that even scholars who prefer to use electronic devices for academic 

reading use printed books when reading for pleasure (cf. 185-86). It is indeed 

sometimes argued that printed editions are best used for linear, immersive leisure 

reading, whereas digital editions are most suited for academic reading (cf. Sahle 2: 68; 

Straub 231). However, this dichotomy is only partly true: Concentration, for example, is 

essential for both immersive reading for pleasure and for scholarly close reading. 

Likewise, highlighting and taking notes, which readers perceive to be more comfortable 

in print, are primarily associated with academic reading. Baron, Calixte, and 

Havewala’s survey among university students found that print was favoured for both 

academic and leisure reading but – in contrast to Shrimplin et al.’s results – even more 

so for academic purposes (cf. 595-96; see also Kachaluba, Brady, and Critten 103). 

Hence, for both leisure and academic purposes, it seems that even in 2017 “large 

numbers of readers prefer print to digital formats”, and commentators are becoming less 

and less confident that this will change in the near future (Jubb 95; cf. 96). 

 For annotations, users’ preferences are vastly different: The results of the user 

survey discussed in chapter five suggest that digital explanatory notes are valued over 

printed ones. In his study on language learners’ use of glosses, Lenders found similar 

preferences: “many students printed texts out to read from paper and look up words on 

the computer” (Lenders 471). In other words, many readers want to use printed primary 

texts but digital annotations. As of yet, however, digital annotations are inextricably 

linked with digital editions; they cannot exist independently from the text to which they 
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refer.46 Hence, readers who want to make use of digital explanatory notes can only 

access them through such editions, which are usually designed to be displayed on PC or 

laptop screens, not on tablets or smart phones (cf. Kelly, “Tablet Computers” 123).47 

That is, even if readers tried to use a printed book and look at digital annotations, they 

would still have to sit behind a PC or laptop; reading on a bench or a train would be 

inconvenient or even impossible. 

 

A Possible Solution 

To remedy this problem, the Tübingen Annotating Literature project is currently 

developing a solution that will allow annotators to “carry the annotations to the readers, 

to whatever version of the text (print, online) they happen to have in front of them” 

(Bauer and Zirker, “Whipping Boys” par. 58). For this aim, a twofold approach was 

chosen. The first option is the ‘traditional’ one, i.e. both the digital edition and its 

annotations are displayed on a larger electronic device, i.e. a PC, laptop, or tablet. The 

second option is to separate the annotations from the primary text and display them – 

only them – on a smart phone. This way, readers can use a printed book and 

simultaneously have access to annotations on their phone.48 TEASys guarantees that the 

digital annotations will be suited for both for leisure and academic reading: Readers 

who want to immerse themselves in the primary printed text and only occasionally 

consult the notes can use the level 1 annotations, while scholars who want to critically 

engage with the printed text through close reading might also want to access levels 2 

and 3. The fact that the explanations provided on the latter two levels are often quite 

long does not pose a problem as user tests have found that readers do not object to 

scrolling through longer texts on mobile phones (cf. McKay “A model for users”). 

Providing readers only with annotations instead of both primary text and notes also 

means that it will be possible to offer digital annotations for works that are still 

protected by copyright and hence cannot simply be displayed on a website. This new 
 

46 Yet, in the context of print, it has often been suggested to publish annotations in a separate 
volume from the primary text, even though this idea seems to have been realised very rarely 
(cf. Schmidt 77; Roloff, “Fragen” 131; Witkowski 93, 135; Jungmayr and Mundt 160). As an 
exceptional case among digital annotating projects, PynchonWiki provides only annotations 
on its website and gives the respective page numbers of all available print editions at the 
beginning of each note.   

47 The current TEASys website, however, is mobile-friendly. Another exception to this rule is e-
codices, an app for iPhone and iPad that allows users to “[s]earch, browse and view medieval 
and early modern manuscripts” (“View Manuscript Pages”).  

48 For examples of a similar hybrid method – printed academic monographs that are digitally 
enhanced – see Deegan (cf. 79-81).  

http://cl49.pynchonwiki.com/
http://e-codices.textandbytes.com/#navbar_feat
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hybrid solution is meant to co-exist with, rather than supplant, the ‘traditional’ large-

screen mode. The Tübingen Annotating Literature project neither wants to discourage 

the use of digital editions nor is it certain that readers will always prefer printed over 

electronic texts as it would be “foolhardy to assume that future digital-reading platforms 

cannot overcome some of the shortcomings that current readers identified” (Baron 199). 

Most importantly, the two different modes of accessing annotations can be employed 

for different reading practices: Users should have access to annotations both when they 

are searching, browsing, or gathering material in a digital edition and when they are 

perusing the primary text in print.  

 There are two methods how the hybrid solution could work, one that is easier to 

develop and one that is more convenient to use. In both cases, all existing versions of 

the primary text would be recorded in a database and the annotations would be anchored 

in the respective words, sentences, or passages of all versions. Only thus can it be 

ensured that annotations can be found regardless of the print edition a user is working 

with, e.g. a reader can find a note on a sentence that only appears in some versions of 

the text. In the method that is easier to develop, users could type in a few words in a 

search bar and see all annotations that are anchored in these or surrounding words and 

passages. From these results, they could then choose the explanatory note that best 

matches their question to the text. The method that is more convenient to use is 

modelled on the live-translate function developed by Google. This function allows users 

to focus their camera on a text and immediately see its translation on their phone.49 In 

the solution that could be developed by the Tübingen project, readers would focus their 

camera on a page or passage of the primary text, immediately see which annotations are 

available for it, and choose the one that best serves their purposes. In any case, it should 

also be possible to save explanatory notes, to automatically create a works cited entry 

for each of them, and to send an annotation via email if a user wants to look at it on a 

larger screen. Readers might also mark unannotated words or passages as requiring 

elucidation. 

 

New Challenges 

The development of such hybrid annotations also gives rise to new problems. For one, it 

is uncertain whether publishers will allow their critical versions of the primary text to be 

recorded in a database, despite the fact that this primary text will nowhere be displayed. 
 

49 For an example see this gif (cf. Zhang n.pag.). 

https://petapixel.com/assets/uploads/2015/01/BAHLVpT.gif
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Another problem is that users might become easily distracted when they are reading 

with their phone beside them, even though concentration is one of the aspects that are 

meant to be improved through the development of the hybrid model. As a remedy, one 

might implement a function that disables, or prevents access to, all other apps while the 

user is reading. Most importantly, it is not clear whether this hybrid solution will be 

accepted by readers. Even though the participants of the user survey discussed in 

chapter five had a very positive attitude towards both reading in print and digital 

annotations, they were highly divided over the question whether they would like to read 

a printed book and look at the annotations on their smart phone. Once the prototype for 

such a hybrid model will be ready, further user studies should address this question in 

more detail.  

 

6.2 Collaboration, Authority, and Quality 
 
The Problem 

The advantages of collaborative annotating have been addressed in chapter 2.5. 

However, for a collaborative annotating project to be used for research purposes, it does 

not suffice to solicit and publish user contributions; the quality of these contributions 

has to be ensured as well. Collaboratively created annotations have to be reliable and 

their reliability has to be communicated to users, who, as research has shown, quickly 

abandon digital resources they do not find sufficiently trustworthy (cf. Warwick, 

“Studying Users” 8). This problem is aggravated by the fact that digital resources in 

general are often perceived to be less trustworthy than printed ones, even if they were 

not created collaboratively (cf. Ralle 151; Sahle 2: 207; 217). Thus, if the slightest 

doubt about the quality of the annotations created in the context of a collaborative 

project remains, they will not be quoted in scholarly works and remain invisible for the 

academic world. This, in turn, will discourage possible contributors who might wonder 

why they should write explanatory notes when no one will use them. However, the same 

contributors might also be scared away when they fear that their work cannot live up to 

strict guidelines and standards enforced by editors. Collaborative annotating projects 

thus face a dilemma: They have to find a way to “establish quality control without 

discouraging user involvement” (Price 177; cf. Visconti, ‘How Can You’ 11; Boot 

n.pag.).  
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Possible Solutions 

Regardless of which concrete method for quality control is employed, the project should 

follow two general principles for convincing users of its reliability. First of all, “[t]he 

more information users can find about a resource, the more they are likely to trust it” 

(Warwick, “Studying Users” 13). In a similar strain, Sahle argues that reservations 

about digital editions are mostly due to the fact that recipients do not yet have methods 

that allow them to quickly assess the quality and authority of such an edition, e.g. by 

immediately seeing which publishing house is behind it (cf. 2: 217; cf. also Willett 249). 

Hence, the collaborative annotating project should clearly state which institutions and 

scholars are in charge of it, as well as what its aims and principles are. The guidelines 

that are used for reviewing contributions should also be published on the project 

website. Furthermore, one could explicitly address concerns about trustworthiness and 

explain which measures are taken in order to ensure the quality of the annotations. The 

second principle is that, whenever possible, an annotation has to be based on reliable 

sources, which are cited accordingly. This way, the project can make use of the 

trustworthiness of its sources in order to improve users’ perception of its own reliability. 

Nevertheless, contributors who do not have access to scholarly materials that are kept 

behind pay walls could feel discouraged by this standard. The rise of Open Access (and 

of Sci-Hub) does, however, also enable non-scholars to use a wealth of academic 

resources.50 

 There are several possible methods for ensuring the quality of collaboratively 

created annotations. The following discussion is not meant to exhaust all possibilities 

but to highlight some of the issues that have to be kept in mind when trying to find a 

compromise between quality and user engagement.  

 

Democratic decision-making: In the Infinite Ulysses project (see chapter 3.7), 

registered users can up- and down-vote contributions and readers are able to decide 

whether they want to see “top-rated” or “lowest rated” annotations first. However, this 

voting function does not guarantee that the top-rated explanatory notes are reliable and 

 
50 The importance of Open Access for collaborative projects can also be seen in the example of 

Wikipedia: “the odds that an open access journal is referenced on the English Wikipedia are 
47% higher compared to paywall journals” (Teplitskiy, Lu, and Duede 2116). 
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citeable.51 For one, the project supervisor herself notes that “early voters [sic] opinions 

may carry more weight by disappearing an annotation from later readers' consideration” 

(Visconti, ‘How Can You’ 14n22; cf. 25). Thus, the decision is not really democratic; 

rather, only a few early users decide whether an annotation is rated as helpful or not; the 

rest of the users never gets to see it because notes with low ratings are often hidden 

from their view. As a remedy, a “random sampling of all available annotations” for a 

certain page or item is shown by default, i.e. when a user decides not to automatically 

sort the annotations according to any criteria (cf. 14). However, even if low-rated 

annotations are made visible to later users, their own vote will possibly still be 

influenced by the ratings an annotation has already received. Another problem is that 

one cannot ascertain users’ criteria for evaluating annotations. Even if there were 

guidelines on how to review notes, one could not be sure that users read them and act 

accordingly. Thus, rather than reviewing an annotation for its quality and reliability, 

users might down-vote it because they do not agree with its interpretative approach or 

because they have a personal feud with its author. It should also be expected that at least 

some of the users of a digital annotated edition do not know a lot about the primary text 

and its backgrounds. Such users would, for example, be unable to spot a factual mistake 

and, consequently, would not down-vote the annotation containing this mistake. They 

could only rate whether an annotation seems to be trustworthy rather than evaluate its 

actual reliability. Lastly, the possibility to up- and down-vote annotations might remind 

many users of Facebook or Reddit, thereby undermining the scholarly nature and 

trustworthiness of the project.  

 

Lay editors: Genius uses a method that allows every registered user to add an 

annotation that is displayed immediately but has to be approved by an editor in order to 

be marked as an official ‘Genius Annotation’. The editor can also revise or reject an 

annotation. Like all users, editors are only known under a pseudonym. Their 

qualifications (apart from statistics concerning their contributions and the fact that they 

are labelled as editors) are nowhere recorded. From the guidelines of Genius it does not 

become apparent whether editors only review annotations that belong to their field of 

expertise but this seems unlikely given the great amount of different primary texts on 

the website. Hence, the method of using anonymous lay editors is not suited for 
 

51 Academic reliability is, however, not the aim of the Infinite Ulysses project. Rather, Visconti 
aims at finding the best way to promote user participation and collaboration between expert 
and non-expert contributors. 
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ensuring the academic quality of annotations because their expertise remains unclear. 

That is, such editors are allowed to evaluate annotations even if they have never read the 

primary text that they refer to. In the case of Genius it indeed often seems that editors 

take care of general issues (e.g. spelling mistakes or obvious misunderstandings) but 

cannot point out more subtle factual mistakes or make specific suggestions for further 

research. This method could also discourage possible contributors, who might object to 

the fact that the fate of their annotations lies in the hands of an unknown, almost 

omnipotent editor. Another problem is that the process of becoming an editor on Genius 

is not entirely transparent: A contributor can ‘apply’ to become an editor; then, someone 

who already is an editor evaluates the applicant’s annotations and decides whether he or 

she can become an editor as well (cf. “What is an Editor?”).  The danger of allowing a 

single person to accept or reject an applicant is that existing editors might only accept 

users who share their opinions, for example in terms of literary taste or politics. This 

runs contrary to one of the aims of collaborative annotating, namely of collecting a 

range of different approaches to, and interpretations of, a text. As a whole, the method 

employed by Genius is not sufficiently transparent and quality-oriented to guarantee the 

citeability of its annotations.  

 

Professional editors: Quality control could also be enforced by the staff of the 

annotating project rather than by anonymous editors chosen from the user community. 

The real names and qualifications of all staff members would be known and it would be 

ensured that each annotation is reviewed by the person who is most suited to the task. 

Ideally, the editor would not simply accept, reject, or revise an annotation but publicly 

explain the reasons for doing so. In controversial cases, the contributor might also ask 

other professional editors for their opinion on an explanatory note. This method would 

ensure that editors are able to evaluate annotations on a constructive and sophisticated 

level, and that contributors are not at the mercy of anonymous editors. However, it is 

questionable whether collaborative annotating projects can afford to employ a 

sufficiently large number of staff members in order to (a) cover all fields of expertise 

and (b) review a potentially great amount of contributions. Furthermore, volunteer 

contributors might feel intimidated when they know that their notes will be reviewed by 

academics, or they might lack the incentive to produce work, considering that they can 

https://genius.com/Genius-what-is-an-editor-annotated
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never be promoted to the position of an editor themselves.52 And again, despite the fact 

that editors would have to act under their real name and publicly justify their decisions, 

they would still occupy a position of great power and could severely delimit 

interpretation.  

 

Verified academic contributors: “The restriction of scholarship to the academy 

provided forms of control and quality assurance” (Robinson, “Electronic Editions” 158; 

cf. also Price 184). Thus, another possible solution would be to allow only scholars to 

contribute and to make the disclosure of one’s full name and qualifications a 

prerequisite for joining the ranks of collaborators. Users could, for example, verify 

themselves using their university email address. In this case, the contributors would be 

responsible for the reliability of their annotations and, since the notes are published 

under their real name, it would be in their best interest to produce high-quality work. 

However, a small team of editors working for the annotating project would still be in 

charge of revising and formatting contributions. Hence, explanatory notes would be 

treated similar to contributions to an edited book or journal. Ambitious projects could 

even introduce a peer-review process for annotations. As they would use their own 

names, scholars would also be able to list the annotations among their publications, 

which – especially among early-career researchers – could be an incentive to contribute. 

This method would ensure quality and promote trust. However, it would exclude non-

academic contributors, thereby counteracting one of the aims of collaborative 

annotating. And again, the reviewing process (be it through the editors or through peer-

review) would most likely lead to some interpretative approaches being omitted from 

the edition.  

 

Mixing academic, ‘progressing’, and non-academic annotations: One could also 

find a compromise between only accepting academically reliable contributions, thereby 

discouraging possible contributors, and indiscriminately accepting all contributions, 

thereby compromising the quality of the edition. For this aim, all users (regardless of 

their background) could be given the opportunity to choose whether they want to hand 

in their contribution for review or not. The reviewers would either be external scholars 

or work directly for the project. Contributions that have been successfully reviewed 
 

52 It is not clear to what extent contributors of annotating projects are motivated by the 
possibility to gain points or to be promoted to a higher rank, both of which are features of 
Genius.  
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would be marked as academic annotations. The other, non-academic annotations would 

nevertheless be published (albeit without a seal of quality) and consist of three groups: 

(1) contributions that failed the review, (2) drafts of annotations that are still being 

revised until they are fit for review, and (3) annotations that are not meant for review, 

e.g. because they only contain a personal remark on a passage, or because the author 

does not have the time, resources, or motivation to write academically reliable notes.  

Even though the explanatory notes in these three groups do not have to be academic, it 

would still be ensured that they adhere to some minimum standards, e.g. that they are 

not mere spam. 

 The problem with dividing annotations into academic ones and ‘others’ is that it 

creates a hierarchy and, consequently, that the latter might be treated as second-rate 

notes. This, in turn, can discourage users who fear that their contributions would not 

pass the review or whose annotations have already failed it. As a remedy, the project 

guidelines should make clear that rejections are not final and encourage contributors to 

work on their rejected or non-reviewed annotations, e.g. with the assistance of reviewers 

and other contributors. For this, users should be able to comment on others’ 

annotations53 and a general forum for discussions about a primary text or annotating in 

general could be implemented. The rejected or non-reviewed annotations should thus 

not be seen as ‘bad’, ‘unhelpful’, or ‘unreliable’ but rather as ‘in the making’. To this 

aim, a colour-coding system as used by the Tübingen Annotating Literature project 

could be introduced, in which red stands for ‘still needs a lot of work’, yellow for ‘on a 

good way’, and green (the seal of quality) for ‘reviewed and reliable’.  For those 

annotations that the author does not want to revise or hand in for review (group 3 

above), a different colour should be chosen.  

 By providing scholarly annotations, annotations that are in the process of 

becoming scholarly, and notes that are not intended to be academically reliable, a 

project is able to address different groups of contributors and readers. Scholars and non-

academic enthusiasts can publish trustworthy notes meant for academic re-use; others 

can annotate the primary text just for fun and share their personal impressions with 

other users. Readers of all backgrounds and levels of expertise would be encouraged to 

contribute without having to fear that an omnipotent editor prevents their notes from 

 
53 Commenting on annotations in order to suggest improvements is also possible on Genius. 

However, unlike Genius, the method that is outlined here puts a strong focus on academic 
standards, and the comments would at least partly be made by scholars rather than non-expert 
users.    
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being published. Furthermore, users would be able to see immediately which notes they 

can unhesitatingly quote in a scholarly work, and, if necessary, they could filter out all 

annotations not bearing the quality seal. The danger of delimiting interpretation, which 

is inherent in every reviewing process, can also be reduced as annotations could be 

published without prior review. Hence, these notes could contain interpretative 

approaches that deviate from or even contradict those that are included in reviewed 

notes. (This would, however, still create a hierarchy as some interpretations would be 

marked as academic and some as not. It seems that this risk can never be wholly 

avoided without impairing the academic quality of a project.) 

 When put into practice, this solution could indeed achieve a balance between 

guaranteeing academic reliability and promoting user engagement. Such a project 

would, of course, require a certain number of staff members that are in charge of 

reviewing annotations or of finding external experts who could act as reviewers. 

However, since not every annotation would have to be academic and since not all users 

would want to hand in their notes for review, this number could remain rather small, 

depending on the resources of the project. 

 
6.3 Revision, Persistence, and Citeability  
 
The revision of content keeps explanatory notes up-to-date, while the revision of layout 

enhances the user-friendliness and perceived trustworthiness of a project website. 

Concerning the latter, a survey by Visconti has found that the design of a website can 

greatly affect its credibility: participants answered that the Blake Archive, actually an 

academically impeccable project, did not seem trustworthy due to the old-fashioned 

layout it had at the time when the survey was conducted (cf. Visconti, ‘Songs’ 34). 

Digital projects hence face a dilemma: they have to be continually revised in order to 

remain state-of-the-art, but it is exactly this revision that makes them unreliable in terms 

of content stability (cf. Sahle 2: 115-16). Yet, revision is not the only problem that 

threatens the citeability of digital projects. Link rotting, technical obsolescence, 

uncertain long-term accessibility, and the abandonment of projects are others. Thus, it is 

not surprising that scholars often voice concerns about the persistence of digital 

resources (cf. Ralle 145; Ott 195-200; Schepers 204; Pierazzo, 56-57; Sahle 2: 203; 212; 

Brockman et al. 30; Roselli Del Turco 228). Indeed, it appears that this is one of the 

reasons why digital editions are used more often than they are cited (cf. Rosselli Del 

Turco 224). As long as their persistence and citeability remain questionable, digital 
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projects will be undeservedly invisible in lists of works cited, and funding institutions 

might wonder why they should support projects that are seemingly not used by 

academics. Furthermore, scholars and volunteer contributors cannot be expected to 

prepare work for a project when its stability “cannot be guaranteed beyond the lifetime 

of the software company and of the public funding (almost certainly temporary) of an 

electronic repository” (cf. Eggert, “The Book” 74). Thus, a way has to be found that 

guarantees authors and users of digital annotations that these notes are stable, reliable, 

and persistent enough to be unhesitatingly quoted. Deegan even argues that “[d]igital 

preservation is one of the most important challenges facing the academy [...] as we 

move further and further towards digital and open content” (93). 

 In order to be stable and persistent, an annotation has to meet three 

requirements: (1) It has to be unambiguously identifiable. (2) Users have to be able to 

find again exactly that version of an annotation from which they quoted. (3) It has to be 

ensured that the annotation itself (or even the whole project) will not simply ‘vanish’ at 

any point in the future. 

 
Referencing 

In order to be used in scholarly works, a digital annotation (or, as in the case of 

TEASys, each of its parts) has to be unequivocally identifiable, and the link included in 

the works cited entry always has to lead to the same annotation. ‘Dead’ links that only 

point to a ‘404 – Page not found’ site because the location of an annotation has changed 

are not acceptable in an academic publication (cf. Rosselli Del Turco 228; cf. Pierazzo, 

56-57). By now, feasible solutions for avoiding the risk of so-called link rotting have 

been developed, for example Handles, DOIs, or persistent URLs.54 The annotating 

projects Genius, Infinite Ulysses, and The Readers’ Thoreau use the latter, and each of 

their stable URLs consists of a unique code for the respective note. This ensures that a 

link leads to only one specific annotation and that the place where the note is located 

never changes. This method also allows contributors to create links between 

annotations. The problem of unambiguous and stable referencing can thus be solved 

rather easily. It is also recommended to offer an automatic citation generator on the 

project website (as done, for example, in the Mark Twain Project) (cf. Sahle 2: 216). 

The easier it is to refer to an annotation, the likelier it is that it will be cited in scholarly 

works.  

 
54 For a comprehensive overview over such persistent identifiers see Hilse and Kothe.  
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Content Revision and Content Stability 

The ability to revise annotations is one of the great advantages of publishing them 

digitally. New findings and innovative interpretative approaches can easily be included, 

which ensures that the explanatory notes do not grow outdated and always reflect the 

latest state of the art. If annotations contain links to external resources, they even have 

to be revised regularly in order to see whether all links still lead where they should. 

Furthermore, in a collaborative annotating project like the one that was outlined at the 

end of chapter 6.2, contributors have to be able to work on their notes until they adhere 

to academic standards. Thus, unlike a printed edition, a digital project can never be seen 

as finished (cf. Ralle 147). This gives rise to two problems. First, who in a collaborative 

project is allowed to revise which annotations? And second, how can we guarantee 

users who quote from annotations that they will be able to find the exact text they 

quoted even after the note has been significantly revised several times? The first 

problem arises from the fact that some contributors might become annoyed when others 

can simply change an annotation they wrote. However, one should not bar other users 

from contributing to a note just because they are not its original creators. This would 

counteract the idea of collaborative annotating, which relies on the principle that the 

more users contribute, the more knowledge amasses, the more allusions can be 

identified, and the more interpretative approaches are included. In some cases, notes 

even have to be revised by others, e.g. when the original authors do not have the time to 

do so themselves or when they abandon the project altogether.  The only exception to 

this unrestricted collaboration is when a note has been marked as a personal comment 

by the author, who, in this case, should be the only one who can alter it. (For this 

distinction between academic and personal notes see the last part of chapter 6.2.) The 

second issue is one of academic transparency and reliability. When an author decides to 

use an annotation for a scholarly work, the link in the list of works cited should not lead 

to an annotation that is in any way different from the one that was originally quoted or 

cited by the author.  

 For both of these problems the answer is versioning, which is also recommended 

by Sahle (cf. 2: 215). Whenever an annotation is revised, a new version of this note 

should be created, which receives a unique stable URL and a timestamp. The old 

version is archived but still accessible, for example though a list that records all stages 

of a note. Each annotation should contain a link to such a list, and users who access an 

older stage of a note should be informed that a revised version is available. The stable 
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URL and the timestamp ensure that every version of an explanatory note is 

unambiguously identifiable. Each note would name all users who contributed to it in its 

present form. Readers should also be able to compare versions and see which parts were 

changed by which author. When a note that has been marked as academically reliable is 

altered, these changes have to be reviewed by an editor in order to ensure that the 

annotation still adheres to scholarly standards.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 6: What a versioned annotation on the TEASys website could look like 
 
 
Preventing the Abandonment of Projects 
 
Once a print edition has been published, its editors and contributors can focus on new 

tasks. Digital editions, in contrast, require constant administration and updates. Bugs 

have to be fixed, the layout has to be modernised from time to time, and staff members 

either have to revise the content themselves (in non-collaborative projects) or supervise 

volunteer users’ contributions. When users get the impression that a project is no longer 

updated because its creators have abandoned it, they will doubt its reliability and no 

longer consult or cite it. Likewise, volunteers might feel forsaken and stop contributing 

or revising annotations. The abandonment of digital projects, especially of smaller ones, 

is a rather frequent occurrence and, in some cases, projects even disappear from the 

internet altogether (cf. Sahle 2: 78).  Sahle observes that this is mostly due to the fact 

that such projects are usually underfinanced, subject to fluctuations in staff, and often 

begun by young scholars, who neither are firmly embedded in an institution, nor have 

the time or funding to commit themselves to the project in the long run (cf. 78). As a 

remedy, he suggests that smaller projects should form parts of one larger project, 

thereby profiting from its institutional stability, overarching methodology, and technical 

expertise (cf. 81). An example for such a larger project is Romantic Circles, which is a 

collection of different peer-reviewed digital editions of Romantic works and of 
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scholarly resources (cf. 80). On a smaller scale, the Tübingen Annotating Literature 

project strives to provide users with annotated texts from different genres and periods, 

which are compiled in one place rather than published on different websites and which 

all adhere to the same framework: TEASys. The growing institutionalisation of the 

larger annotating project will ensure the survival of the smaller groups, which focus on 

different texts or genres. These groups do not have to be concerned with technological 

issues or funding and can thus fully concentrate on their main task, the annotation of 

literary texts. In terms of sustainability, another advantage of the Tübingen project is 

that it does not solely rely on external contributors on the web but also on university-

based annotating groups from which staff members can be recruited.  

 A collaborative annotating project does not only need enough administrators but 

also enough volunteer contributors. Otherwise, the number and extent of the 

explanatory notes for each primary text will never suffice to help readers understand 

these texts in their full scope, and users will become frustrated when, several years after 

its publication, a digital edition still offers fewer notes than a printed one. There is a 

certain danger that contributors only add a small number annotations out of curiosity for 

how the project works and then abandon it for the next. Hence, one has to find 

incentives that ensure that many users want to work for the project in the first place and 

that they will keep working once the novelty has worn off. Possible motivations are     

(1) rankings that show which users have contributed the most annotations during a 

certain time span, (2) the possibility for scholars to publish under their real name and 

thus being able to use the annotations on their list of publications, or (3) a “cited by” 

button similar to the one employed by Google Scholar, which shows when an 

annotation has been used in a scholarly publication. In the Tübingen project, students 

can also gain ECTS when they participate in a regular university seminar or in extra-

curricular peer groups and write a certain number of annotations. This method ensures 

that the growth of the project does not exclusively depend on volunteer contributions. 

 

Technical Obsolescence and Long-Term Storage 
 
One of the reasons why many scholars are wary of citing digital resources is that they 

are more threatened by technical obsolescence than printed books (cf. Sahle 2: 115; 203; 

Steding 193; Brockman et al. 30; Ott 196). Indeed, it is easier to access and read a book 

that was printed one hundred years ago than it is to access and read a microfiche or 

floppy disk. The conventionalised, stable nature of the printed book forms a stark 
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contrast to digital data formats and storage media that are quickly superseded by newer 

solutions. Furthermore, it is easy to assure oneself that all of one’s books are still 

standing on their shelves, whereas digital editions are characterised by their 

“disconcerting lack of physical presence” and elude the reader’s sense of possession 

(Tolva n.pag.).  

 Thus, in order to be perceived as reliable and citeable, digital annotating projects 

have to show users that they have a feasible plan for ensuring that they will still be 

accessible in twenty or fifty years’ time. For this aim, the data of a project has to be 

stored in a form that will be readable (or at least easily convertible) in future decades, 

and it has to be stored on a persistent medium maintained by a trustworthy institution. 

On a general note, Boot advises to “keep things as easy as possible”, which means to 

“reduce the number of software and hardware components that an edition depends on, to 

reduce the amount of expertise required to keep the edition running” (n.pag.). Hence, a 

balance has to be found between offering an appealing design and many features on the 

one hand and ensuring that a project is not error-prone and can survive without much 

funding that could be spent on IT experts on the other. It is also often suggested to 

“decouple the edition data from the visualisation mechanism”, i.e. to only store the 

content of a project rather than both content and layout, the latter being too dependent 

on changing technologies (Rosselli Del Turco 234; cf. Ender 45; Ott 199). For this aim, 

the edition data is most frequently formatted in XML (often TEI-XML), a standardised 

format that makes it very likely that the “core of the edition will still be readable and 

usable for a very long time” (Rosselli Del Turco 234). The project data is then entrusted 

with a university library or other larger institution that has the experts and appropriate 

technological means for persistent long-time storage (cf. 234-35). Only thus can it be 

ensured that future readers can benefit from the year-long work of project staff and 

volunteer contributors.  

 

7. Conclusion 
 
“In Editing a Good Novel, the Best Footnote is Zero” runs the title of an article in the 

Chronicle of Higher Education (Beehler n.pag.). Annotations “are often necessary, but 

they are necessary evils” Samuel Johnson claims (Johnson 111). According to these 

arguments, explanatory notes mainly distract readers and interfere with their reading 

experience: They “interrupt[s] our engagement with the book” (Beehler n.pag.); “[t]he 

mind is refrigerated by interruption; the thoughts are diverted from the principal 



85 
 

subject” (Johnson 111). However, all empirical evidence on readers’ attitudes towards 

annotations (gathered in this study and elsewhere) suggests that they do not object to 

such interruptions (cf. chapters 5.1 and 5.4.2). In general, they perceive explanatory 

notes as helpful resources rather than annoying, garrulous, or patronising addenda to a 

primary text that could be far better enjoyed without them. Nonetheless, Beehler and 

Johnson have a point. Annotations do get between reader and work, and they do make 

readers concentrate on a text other than the primary one for a moment. This is 

worthwhile as long as they gain something from this temporary shift of focus. However, 

a considerable percentage of participants in my survey noted that annotations often do 

not answer the questions they have while reading (cf. 5.4.2). Explanatory notes are not 

inherently helpful, and the ideal annotation consists of many components that heavily 

rely on the properties of the medium in which it is published. Such an ideal annotation 

has to be easily and immediately accessible when needed but must remain unobtrusive 

or invisible when not. It has to answer all questions that could possibly arise from a 

certain word or passage as well as those questions that “readers do not ask themselves 

while reading a text but which, after reading the annotation, they feel they should have 

asked” (Niederhoff n.pag, my emphasis). The ideal annotation makes it easy for readers 

to find in this wealth of information exactly those parts that are of interest to them, i.e. it 

takes into account the individual needs of each user. It does not present its findings in 

isolation but always relates them to the primary text as a whole and to related 

explanatory notes. It is academically reliable and always includes the most recent 

scholarship. It provides additional material (e.g. videos) that can further enhance 

understanding. It does not reflect the knowledge and interpretative approach of one 

single annotator but of everyone who comes across the primary text and can add 

elucidating information to it. As has been shown in chapter 2, such an ideal annotation 

can only exist in the digital medium. 

 The review of eleven of the most innovative digital annotating projects has 

shown in which respects they already attain this ideal and in which they still fall short of 

it. Partly satisfying solutions have already been achieved in the area of indicating and 

presenting annotations. Hence, the designs of different projects could be combined in 

order to let users choose the one that best serves their needs and preferences. However, 

none of the projects has found a satisfactory way of indicating very long or overlapping 

annotations in the primary text. The problem of how to make each note identifiable has 

been solved adequately, namely through the use of unique, stable URLs. Nevertheless, 
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the review has also shown that, in many other areas, the eleven projects do not make full 

use of the possibilities of their medium. Their annotations are often not more numerous 

or longer than those in printed editions, meaning that they leave many potential 

questions unanswered. Furthermore, they only rarely contain links between notes; 

neither do most of them include multimedia elements other than images. Only three of 

the projects allowed users to add and revise annotations, without, however, being able to 

ensure their academic quality. Lastly, the projects were not entirely able to systematise 

the content of their annotations in ways that allow readers to find information that is 

tailored to their individual needs.  

 Chapter four presented a remedy for this problem: TEASys. This system divides 

annotations into levels, which describe the depth and extensiveness of each part of the 

note, and categories, which refer to the fields of knowledge these parts address. 

Thereby, the individual needs and interests of each reader can be taken into account. 

The levels and categories are carefully defined and consistently applied to all 

annotations that are written in the context of the Tübingen Annotating Literature 

project. In comparison to the projects discussed in chapter three, this one also puts a 

strong focus on linking annotations, on including different multimedia elements, and on 

providing much more extensive information, which is then systematised in accordance 

with TEASys. Furthermore, the Tübingen project fosters the collaborative creation of 

annotations, both in the context of university seminars and of volunteer contributions 

from the web. In the former, annotating is employed as a teaching tool and the impact of 

writing their own explanatory notes on students’ reading comprehension is tested.  

 The user survey presented in chapter five confirmed several of the findings 

reported in other studies, namely that people prefer reading printed texts over digital 

ones, that readers highly appreciate annotations, and that they favour notes explaining 

the meanings of words and phrases over other kinds of explanatory notes. The most 

important new insight is that participants found the digital annotations, which applied 

the principles of TEASys, more helpful than the printed ones in the Arden edition. 

However, the results of this survey also suggest that further work must be undertaken in 

order not do delimit readers’ interpretation through TEASys annotations. Furthermore, 

the majority of participants felt obliged to read all parts (i.e. levels and categories) of an 

annotation, which runs counter to the aims of TEASys. Encouraging users to only read 

those parts that interest them will be one of the great challenges for the Tübingen 

project in the future. Many of the questions concerning the additional features that 
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might be implemented in the website did not yield conclusive results. For example, 

participants were divided over the inclusion of multimedia elements or the possibility to 

read a printed book and look at its annotations on their smart phone. As the website of 

the Tübingen project is still in a phase of development, further surveys should strive to 

find out users’ exact preferences in terms of the layout, content, and additional features 

of the site, as well as concerning TEASys itself. For example, it is worth examining 

whether readers would like to open long annotations in a new tab, whether they agree 

with the exact definitions of the TEASys categories, and whether they would like to 

make public comments on others’ annotations.55 Furthermore, the next survey should 

address a greater number of participants, which would then also include scholars and 

non-academic enthusiasts interested in the primary text. In order to substantiate the 

finding that users perceive digital TEASys annotations as more helpful than 

unsystematic printed ones, empirical studies could also test the effect of TEASys 

annotations on readers’ text comprehension. Despite its exploratory nature, the survey 

discussed in chapter five inspires confidence about the future of digital annotating as 

participants have shown a marked preference for digital explanatory notes over printed 

ones.  

 The fact that the website of the Tübingen project received positive feedback in a 

survey does, however, still not mean that participants would really use its annotations in 

the future, especially in the case of reading for academic purposes. In order to supplant 

printed resources, digital ones must have great advantages in terms of user-friendliness 

and content; otherwise, readers will most likely stick to the old, trusted medium (cf. 

Robinson, “Electronic Editions” 149; Sahle 2: 250). The new possibilities discussed in 

chapter two alone might not be enough to convince readers of the enhanced usefulness 

of digital annotations. Chapter six thus discussed three issues that have to be resolved if 

explanatory notes published in the new medium are to gain widespread acceptance. The 

main solutions, i.e. allowing users to read a printed book and consult annotations on 

their smart phone, accepting reviewed academic contributions as well as non-scholarly 

ones (and labeling them accordingly), and making accessible all versions of a note, are 

mere theory so far. For all three of them, prototypes have to be developed and tested. 

Digital explanatory annotations will only be widely used once they are both able to 

address those aspects that readers dislike about printed ones and to solve the problems 

 
55 For further, more general questions that could be addressed in future user surveys see Steding 

(cf. 217-18) and Visconti (cf. ‘How Can You’ 22). 
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that result from their publication in a new medium. Nothing but continued user feedback 

can ensure that every facet of a digital annotation – its layout, its content, its user-

friendliness, its reliability – is improved until it fully meets readers’ needs and wishes. 

In the digital medium, annotators are able to overcome many of the restrictions of print. 

Yet, there are still theoretical and practical challenges that have to be addressed before 

one can achieve the ideal of digital explanatory notes that readers can use regardless of 

the medium in which they are reading the primary text, that are academically reliable 

without delimiting interpretation, and that combine the dynamics of the digital medium 

with the persistence of print. 

 Explanatory notes do not only provide readers with the means to understand, 

interpret, and enjoy a text. They also serve a social function by bridging the gap 

between academe and general public. This means that they are the main way in which 

humanities scholars can make their research available to non-experts and prove the 

relevance – so frequently questioned56 – of their field to society as a whole (cf. Bluhm 

144, 152; Ricklefs 37, 69, 71). It is very likely indeed that the only time many readers 

come into contact with the fruits of (literary) scholarship is when they read annotations. 

This makes it all the more important that these notes become adapted to the needs and 

practices of twenty-first-century readers. Digital collaborative annotations also bridge 

this gap in another way: They ensure that readers do not remain at the receiving end of 

annotations but can actively contribute to them by sharing their own expertise, thereby 

creating explanatory notes that contain more knowledge and answer more questions 

than ever before.  

 The origin of annotating dates back to the sixth century before Christ (cf. Roloff, 

“Zur Geschichte” 4). The shift from printed to digital annotations can be seen as one of 

the main turning points in this long history. It only has to be done properly – with 

careful reflection and a sustained consideration of readers’ needs and wishes. 

  

 
56 See, for example, Fish (cf. n.pag.), Teichert (cf. 129), or Murphy (cf. 2-3).  
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Appendix 1: Screenshots of the Projects Reviewed in Chapter 3 
 
The screenshots are ordered alphabetically according to the shortened title of the 
websites. For full bibliographic information see. 
 
Ada 
Link to the website 
Indication of an annotation: underlined 
Presentation of an annotation: same page, below the primary text 

Back to 3.4: Indicating Annotations 
Back to 3.4: Presenting Annotations 

  

Annotations 

Primary text 
List of motifs 

Annotations 

http://www.ada.auckland.ac.nz/index.htm
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Bartleby 
Link to the website 
Indication of an annotation: underlined 
Presentation of an annotation: same page, right margin 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Close-up of the same annotations and the filter window 
 
 
 

Back to 3.4: Indicating Annotations 
Back to 3.4: Presenting Annotations 

 
 
 
  

 

http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2015/10/herman_melville_s_bartleby_the_scrivener_an_interactive_annotated_text.html


102 
 

BookDoors 
Link to the website 
Indication of an annotation: underlined 
Presentation of an annotation: (1) same page, pop-up window (2) new window 

 

The same annotation opened in a new window 
 
 

Back to 3.4: Indicating Annotations 
Back to 3.4: Presenting Annotations 

 
 
  

http://www.bookdoors.com/book_detail.php?bookID=2&page=1
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Brome 
Link to the website 
Indication of an annotation: superscript sign 
Presentation of an annotation: same page, pop-up window 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Close-up of the same annotation 
 

Back to 3.4: Indicating Annotations 
Back to 3.4: Presenting Annotations 

  

https://www.hrionline.ac.uk/brome/viewTranscripts.jsp?play=CW&act=1&type=BOTH
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Genius 
Link to the website 
Indication of an annotation: highlighted 
Presentation of an annotation: same page, right margin 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Close-up of the same annotation 
 

Back to 3.4: Indicating Annotations 
Back to 3.4: Presenting Annotations  

https://genius.com/William-shakespeare-sonnet-18-shall-i-compare-thee-to-a-summers-day-annotated
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Entretenida 
Link to the website 
Indication of an annotation: superscript number 
Presentation of an annotation: (1) same page, pop-up window (2) new window, list 

Pop-up annotation 
 

List of all annotations opened in a new tab 
 

Back to 3.4: Indicating Annotations 
Back to 3.4: Presenting Annotations 

  

http://entretenida.outofthewings.org/index.html
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ISE 
Link to the website 
Indication of an annotation: underlined 
Presentation of an annotation: same page, pop-up window 

 

Close-up of the same annotation. The smaller font is used for Level 2. 
 
 

Back to 3.4: Indicating Annotations 
Back to 3.4: Presenting Annotations 

 
 
  

http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/doc/JC_M/scene/1.1/#tln-14
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Milton 
Link to the website 
Indication of an annotation: underlined 
Presentation of an annotation: same page, right margin 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Close-up of the same annotation 
 
 
 
 

Back to 3.4: Indicating Annotations 
Back to 3.4: Presenting Annotations 

 
  

https://www.dartmouth.edu/%7Emilton/reading_room/pl/book_1/text.shtml
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Thoreau 
Link to the website 
Indication of an annotation: no sign in the text, numbers at the right margin 
Presentation of an annotation: same page, right margin 

Collapsed annotations 

Expanded annotations and yellow highlight (circled in blue)for the annotated item in the text 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Close-up of the same annotation  
 

Back to 3.4: Indicating Annotations 
Back to 3.4: Presenting Annotations  

http://commons.digitalthoreau.org/walden/
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Twain 
Link to the website 
Indication of an annotation: brackets in the text 
Presentation of an annotation: same page, right margin 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Close-up of the same annotation 
 
 

Back to 3.4: Indicating Annotations 
Back to 3.4: Presenting Annotations 

 
  

http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=works/MTDP10000.xml;style=work;brand=mtp
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Ulysses 
Link to the website 
Indication of an annotation: highlighted 
Presentation of an annotation: same page, right margin 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Close-up of the same annotation 
 

Back to 3.4: Indicating Annotations 
Back to 3.4: Presenting Annotations 

 
  

http://www.infiniteulysses.com/ulysses/3
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Appendix 2: Screenshots of an Annotation Using TEASys 
 
These screenshots show an annotation for the beginning of Shakespeare’s sonnet 81 

(“Or I shall live your epitaph to make; / Or you survive when I in earth am rotten”). The 

note is anchored at the first “Or”. In a revised version of the website, it will be possible 

to anchor a note at more than one place. In this case, the annotation would be attached 

to both instances of “Or” in these lines, and the L2 ‘form’ part could become a separate 

annotation. 

 
The whole screen: showing the pop-up window and the L1 'language' annotation 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This L1 ‘language’ part of the note is meant to answer readers’ most pressing question, namely 
what the expression “Or... Or” means in this context. It also contains a hyperlink to another part 
of the same annotation. 
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This L2 ‘interpretation’ part of the annotation builds directly on L1 ‘language’. It explains how 
the meaning of the two words that was suggested in L1 affects the meaning of the entire two 
lines. This part also justifies why the reading presented on L1 is the most likely in this context. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Back to chapter 4.2: Levels and Categories  

Once the first two parts of the note will have been attached to both cases of “Or”, this part could 
become a separate note only anchored at the first “Or”: Its first sentence would become the L1 
‘form’ part, the second sentence would become L2 ‘form’, and the third sentence would be L2 
‘interpretation’. This example shows how useful it is to be able to revise annotations  
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Appendix 3: Survey Questions Used for Chapter 5 
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If the answer was “yes”: 

 
 
If the answer was “no”: 
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If the answer was “no”: 



118 
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