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Abstract
The creation of a Digital Scholarly Edition (DSE) is a demanding process in which the 
scholar is engaged on several fronts: preparing the text and related paratexts, taking care 
of the critical and commentary apparatus, curating the images (if available), configuring 
the browsing software, and more. However, the end user is unaware of all the work be-
hind the scenes and is often not familiar with what a TEI document is, or the image for-
mat used: what he or she sees is, in fact, the edition. Despite the fact that the visual impact 
of a DSE, and its navigation and use, are central to the user experience, there seems to be 
little interest in designing a better user interface (UI) for DSEs. In this paper I offer some 
thoughts on the current state of research and the challenges that will arise in the near 
future, using the evolution of the Edition Visualisation Technology (EVT) software as an 
example of a progressive adaptation to new UI requirements due to recent developments 
in DSE capabilities.

Keywords: scholarly editing, digital philology, digital publishing, HCI studies, dynamic user 
interfaces.

Resumen
La creación de una Edición Digital Científica (EDE) es un proceso exigente en el que el 
erudito se compromete en varios frentes: preparar el texto y los paratextos relacionados, 
ocuparse del aparato crítico y de comentarios, conservar las imágenes (si están disponibles), 
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configurar el software de navegación, y mucho más. Sin embargo, el usuario final no es 
consciente de todo el trabajo que hay entre bastidores y a menudo no está familiarizado 
con lo que es un documento TEI ni con el formato de imagen utilizado: lo que ve es, de 
hecho, la edición. A pesar de que el impacto visual de una DSE, y su navegación y uso, son 
fundamentales para la experiencia del usuario, parece haber poco interés en diseñar una 
mejor interfaz de usuario (UI) para las DSE. En este artículo ofrezco algunas reflexiones 
sobre el estado actual de la investigación y los retos que se plantearán en un futuro 
próximo, utilizando la evolución del software Edition Visualisation Technology (EVT) 
como ejemplo de una adaptación progresiva a los nuevos requisitos de la IU debidos a los 
recientes avances en las capacidades de las DSE.

Palabras clave: edición académica, filología digital, edición digital, estudios de HCI, 
interfaces de usuario dinámicas.

1. Introduction

Recently, numerous contributions have advanced significant ideas in the fields 
of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) and User Interface (UI) design for Digi-
tal Scholarly Editions (DSE). These studies were carried out by researchers in digi-
tal philology and other interested parties, such as developers of browsing tools for 
DSEs. I am thinking in particular of the Digital Scholarly Editions as Interfaces con-
ference,1 held at the University of Graz in September 2016, which provided an inter-
esting forum for discussion and debate.2 However, several other articles have been 
published that focus on specific aspects of UI design for DSEs, and the topic of HCI 
is also frequently addressed at Digital Humanities conferences.3

Unfortunately, despite these interesting contributions, this still seems to be an 
underdeveloped field of research. Perhaps not so much on the theoretical level, 
which is quite vibrant, but on the uptake and implementation of at least some of 
the concepts and good practice guidelines that have been discussed and/or pro-
posed. In fact, DSEs are still not as effective as they should be when it comes to the 
UI/UX (User Interface/User Experience) aspect.

1 See https://www.uni-graz.at/en/events/digital-scholarly-editions-as-interfaces/. Unfortunately 
the original web site for the conference doesn’t seem to be available anymore, but you will find a short 
report by Bleier et al. (2018) which includes the full conference programme and links to recorded vid-
eos of all papers, here: https://dixit.hypotheses.org/1250.

2 The final result is a hefty miscellaneous volume (Bleier et al., 2018) which includes such interest-
ing contributions as “What Are You Trying to Say? The Interface as an Integral Element of Argument” 
(Andrews & van Zundert, 2018) and “The Editor in the Interface: Guiding the User through Texts and 
Images” (Dillen, 2018). My own contributions in this research area can be traced to an early article 
(Rosselli Del Turco, 2012) based on a review of what were the current practices and on basic ideas of 
how to improve DSEs, and a later one which is derived from my participation, together with Chiara Di 
Pietro, to the Digital Scholarly Editions as Interfaces conference (Di Pietro & Rosselli Del Turco, 2018).

3 See f. i. Fechner (2020), Huskey (2022) and Stäcker (2020), among others.

https://www.uni-graz.at/en/events/digital-scholarly-editions-as-interfaces/
https://dixit.hypotheses.org/1250
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1.1. Desiderata

The main goal of a DSE should be to provide the user with a device that allows data 
navigation and retrieval at the highest research level: it should be able to provide 
general knowledge about a text, but also to enable verification of editorial deci-
sions, support of alternative research hypotheses, enrichment of available informa-
tion through links to online resources, and creation of new knowledge through data 
interrogation and subsequent analysis. Any DSE browsing software must therefore 
be a powerful and flexible research tool in order to perform a crucial hermeneu-
tic function for the end user. To achieve the main goal described above, such a tool 
must be able to address several UI issues:

	ᅱ data navigation: the landing page should offer the UI scenario that is most 
likely to be useful; if not, it should be easy to move to another part of the 
edition and also to trace one’s steps back to the starting point;

	ᅱ data visualization: depending on the type of edition, display the edition 
data with the most frequently used tools in the foreground (e.g. text analysis 
tools, highlighting of named entities, selection of edition levels, etc.), while 
still making others easily accessible (e.g. text search, links to glossaries or 
online dictionaries, etc.);

	ᅱ data processing: the software can provide various types of text or image 
analysis tools, once the processing is complete the results are displayed; for 
example, in the case of named entities we have list creation, linking from 
text to content in lists, browsing occurrences, etc.;

	ᅱ text search: it can be very simple, or provide very sophisticated search 
options as well, especially if it relies on an underlying database.

The “stylistic/aesthetic” factor should not be underestimated, i.e., the choice of 
fonts and other graphical features which, without affecting the overall effectiveness 
of the navigation software, can make it more pleasant to use.

2. The Problems in Designing an Effective UI

Peter Robinson perfectly captured the essence of a DSE and revealed its enormous 
potential back in 2005:

of the many kinds of print objects produced over the last centuries, it is difficult to 
think of any genre that is so well adapted to the computer as the scholarly edition. 
The layers of footnotes, the multiplicity of textual views, the opportunities for 
dramatic visualization interweaving the many with each other and offering 
different modes of viewing the one within the many—all this proclaims “I am 
a hypertext: invent a dynamic device to show me”. The computer is exactly this 
dynamic device. (Robinson, 2005: § 12)
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The dynamic devices wished for by P. Robinson have indeed appeared, but we 
soon discovered that they are quite difficult to build. In fact, the basic problem of 
any DSE UI could be summarised as follows: representing a complex, multi-layered 
data set –one might think of it as a 3D object– in a 2D space, trying to handle heter-
ogeneous data types such as images, text and paratext, etc., while at the same time 
providing seamless navigation between them. In a way, this is the same problem 
that traditional editions face, because a computer –or tablet– screen is actually just 
as flat as a printed page.

This means that the current approach is based on the use of layers of GUI (Graph-
ical User Interface) objects: instead of a true 3D interface, the browsing software 
provides multiple 2D objects, which can partially or completely overlap and are 
often activated on demand, for data visualisation purposes, including the results of 
data processing. This is a powerful solution because the multiple layers create a “2D 
and a half” interface that is flexible and expandable, but it also carries many risks: it 
adds complexity to the overall UI, it may make navigation more difficult, and some 
functionality may be difficult to discover and use.

The “layered interface” approach, although quite popular, may not be the only vi-
able one, unfortunately it seems that there is little applied research in this area, and 
that experimentation is left to haute couture editions. For many projects the UI de-
sign phase consists of combining a few basic “UI primitives” to achieve an accept-
able result in a sort of empirical way,4 which works as a general method, but leaves 
the current tools unprepared for the next wave of changes and requirements linked 
to new functionality.

2.1. Haute couture vs. prêt-à-porter

One of the problems to be solved is the fact that there is still too much variability 
and inconsistency in the appearance, layout, and other UI-dependent functional-
ity in DSEs. Much depends on the browser tools employed to publish such editions, 
in fact the current unsatisfactory situation could be attributed to two main reasons:

	ᅱ with regard to the excessive variability, the comparatively good fortune 
of haute couture editions, to use the terminology introduced by Elena 
Pierazzo (Pierazzo, 2019), i.e. editions that envisage the creation of an ad hoc 
publishing tool as a means to achieve their intended goals;

4 Actually, old-style approaches are sometimes visible in some published DSEs: e.g. a great num-
ber of text fields and/or available options, typical when dealing with complex data searches, small size 
characters in the front-end, complex navigation of the edition data, etc.
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	ᅱ the relative inadequacy of the former and of prêt-à-porter editions, again 
using Pierazzo’s label, i.e. editions based on general-purpose DSE browsing 
tools, which haven’t yet reached the desired level of efficiency.

Currently, prêt-à-porter editions tend to be the preferred choice due to the growth 
and capability of general-purpose tools, though haute couture editions remain pop-
ular.5 With regard to the former, we have a variability that depends on the specific 
software tool, each of which has strengths and weaknesses. The current scenario is 
much more diverse than it was 10 to 15 years ago, with significant differences in ca-
pabilities offered by the current tools.

I want to make it clear that haute couture editions have their reasons to exist: it is 
of crucial importance that new DSE browsing tools continue to be created and used, 
so that new UI approaches can be deployed and tested. Standardization brings im-
plicit benefits to DSEs, though: using the same interface not only reduces or com-
pletely eliminates learning time for people browsing editions published with the 
same tool, but induces a feeling of familiarity so that the use of navigation software 
is more productive and pleasant. To think that we can achieve the level of stand-
ardization that characterizes the UI of general-purpose software, such as word pro-
cessors, is clearly a utopian proposition: applications for DSEs are not only far more 
specialized, but they also have different features –sometimes very different– de-
pending on the edition type. The intersection between the array of technical solu-
tions provided by the ICT area, and that of the methods of textual criticism results 
in a wealth of forms and variety of content presentation that cannot be harnessed 
in any standard, “one size fits all” layout.6

This is not to say that conventions do not already exist, and that new ones could 
be introduced, at least at a relatively high level of abstraction. The classic layout of 
diplomatic editions accompanied by digital facsimiles, for example, uses a set of 
graphic elements arranged in what we might call a “standard” way (Figure 1):

5 To assess quite effectively the number of DSEs using custom tools or sites for publication, it 
is possible to consult the catalog created and maintained by Greta Franzini from 2012 onwards 
(Franzini  et al., 2018). An annotated list curated by Patrick Sahle is also available: http://www.digi-
tale-edition.de/index.html

6 Not that general-purpose software can boast of an immaculate record: without mentioning spe-
cial cases such as drawing programs, pixel-based or vector-based, which have interfaces that are some-
times perceived as more user-hostile than user-friendly, word processors themselves have undergone 
an evolution of the UI with the introduction of new solutions for managing existing features (e. g. the 
famous ribbons introduced by Microsoft Word, sidebars added to Libre Office Writer) and a whole 
host of new features (connection to bibliography management tools, shared document review, AI-
driven assistants etc.) which in turn required an increase in the complexity of the UI. The increasing 
complexity of software programs, and consequently of their UI, is a common theme in the current 
evolution of DSEs, see the next section.

http://www.digitale-edition.de/index.html
http://www.digitale-edition.de/index.html
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Figure 1
General layout of the Codice Pelavicino Digitale (EVT 1)

Note. Source: own elaboration.

	ᅱ general layout: an image frame and a text frame, possibly with tools for lin-
king the two;7

	ᅱ edition navigation tools: page or section selectors, TOC frame, navigation 
through image thumbnails;

	ᅱ image-related tools: zoom, magnifier, hotspots, comparison of details or di-
fferent versions of the same image, etc.;

	ᅱ text-related tools: search engine, display of named entities, linking of speci-
fic words or terms to a glossary, etc.

The picture is much less clear for other types of editions, especially those that 
provide text only (e.g., critical editions) or others that require a different mix of 
content and/or a particular interaction between text components, or that provide 
access to internal and external resources (e.g., knowledge base editions, use of on-
tologies, etc.).

7 See the TEI Guidelines chapter on digital facsimiles: 12.1 Digital facsimiles (https://tei-c.org/
release/doc/tei-p5-doc/en/html/PH.html#PHFAX).

https://tei-c.org/release/doc/tei-p5-doc/en/html/PH.html#PHFAX
https://tei-c.org/release/doc/tei-p5-doc/en/html/PH.html#PHFAX
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By their very nature, haute couture editions, in addition to having designs that 
may deviate significantly from these admittedly limited “standards” for the lay-
out and navigation of a DSE’s content, generally do not benefit from the tradi-
tional cycle:

prototype → feedback → bug fixing/refining → new stable version → repeat

Often, they are themselves very mature prototypes that are not developed fur-
ther after the project that funded their creation has ended. This does not mean 
that general-purpose programs are automatically better: to be so, they would 
need continuity of development and a variety of use cases, which cannot always 
be guaranteed.

In conclusion, the first goal of any UI-related initiative for DSE publishing would 
be to improve the design of current and future browsing tools so that prêt-à-porter 
will be good enough for most use cases. A secondary goal should be to define best 
practice guidelines for experimental UIs, such as those created for haute couture 
editions but also for innovative general-purpose tools, so that a common ground 
can be established between these two types of digital editions.

2.2. The underlying framework

Designing software based on Web technologies to publish a DSE online is certainly 
challenging, as these technologies are constantly changing and innovating. Al-
though the basic encoding and programming languages (HTML5, CSS, JavaScript) 
are common standards that evolve rather slowly, the whole backend part of the 
Web consists of very sophisticated software, such as relational databases, that runs 
server-side. In addition, many different frameworks for building the front-end rely 
on such software. The end user often perceives this constant evolution only through 
the appearance of websites, but the changes are not limited to the aesthetic layer,8 
in fact many of them are substantial and have a deep impact on the effectiveness 
and accessibility of DSEs.9

The speed with which these technologies evolve and are gradually replaced by 
other, newer and more innovative ones is certainly a concern. More generally, how-
ever, we need to ask whether their indiscriminate adoption is the most appropriate 
choice for the digital humanities:

8 For example, the skeuomorphic design introduced by Apple has been quite popular for a long 
time, but was later abandoned in favor of different approaches, see Google’s Material design.

9 A significant change at the framework level took place when the proprietary Adobe Flash plat-
form was replaced by equivalent HTML technologies.
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In the several decades since humanists have taken up computational tools, 
they have borrowed many techniques from other fields, including visualization 
methods to create charts, graphs, diagrams, maps, and other graphic displays of in-
formation. But are these visualizations actually adequate for the interpretive ap-
proach that distinguishes much of the work in the humanities?10 (Drucker, 2020: 8)

The use of such tools, and more generally of advanced Web development tech-
nologies, must therefore be carefully evaluated, taking into consideration the long-
term effects on the durability and accessibility of DSEs, as well as on the design of 
their UI.

2.3. New functionality, new UI requirements

The next generation of digital editions will benefit from several new methods 
and tools that are currently being tested and refined. Consider, for example, the 
so-called semantic edition, the use of ontologies to create a true knowledge base 
rather than an actual edition, or the use of Linked Open Data resources to enrich 
the content of the edition. All of these new features will require some adaptation 
and integration into an often already overcrowded UI.

A special case is that of the computational edition, or assertive edition (Vogeler, 
2019), understood as a DSE where the navigation software allows the user to process 
and query textual data, such as ontology-based texts –but TEI11 documents with rich 
markup can also be an excellent starting point– to perform complex searches by 
cross-referencing the available data. This is an important advance, and a significant 
step towards the DSE as a knowledge base, but while the data format and query 
methods are clearly defined, the UI to enable the user to take advantage of this 
wealth of information has yet to be developed. The first question to be addressed is 
the relationship with the text search engine: should the new UI be kept separate, or 
is it better to merge the two types of search to provide the user with a single point 
of access to the edition data?

Note, however, that even a “standard” critical edition may have peculiarities that 
require special care in displaying the critical apparatus. This is the case when deal-
ing with families of witnesses and, more generally, with multiple apparatus layers. 
Tools such as the reledmac package for the LaTeX typesetting software do an excel-
lent job of creating such apparatus layers for printing. In a DSE, however, the dy-
namic aspect is crucial, so managing the apparatus in relation to the critical text, 

10 This is a general problem for the Digital Humanities, see for instance the overlapping hierarchies 
problem in XML: the tree data structure that defines how XML handles the text (Ordered Hierarchy 
of Content Objects–OHCO approach: the text as a hierarchical object) is widely used in Computer 
Science, but proved to be not fully suitable for advanced semantic annotation in the Digital Humanities.

11 Text Encoding Initiative. Home page: https://tei-c.org/. Guidelines: see TEI Consortium (2024).

https://tei-c.org/
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witness navigation and other aspects requires careful UI design. In a synoptic edi-
tion, the simultaneous display of multiple texts introduces additional UI require-
ments in terms of page layout, synchronisation between different documents, and 
selection and navigation of relevant texts. In the field of genetic criticism and au-
thorship philology, an additional difficulty is the introduction of the time factor 
into the apparatus: again, printed editions may be an imperfect model; the task of 
a DSE is to render the apparatus dynamically, not statically (Gabler and Rehbein, 
2013; Armaselu 2022).

Multimedia is a label that has been misused in the past, but the potential of a 
multimedia and hypermedia approach is often underestimated, and thus underde-
veloped, in today’s DSEs. An interesting example of the potential in this area is Can-
tApp: The General Prologue (2020; also see Bordalejo et al., 2021), an app for touch 
devices (mobile phones, tablets) that combines images of the Hengwrt manuscript, 
a line-aligned transcription of the text, and audio files to present the General Pro-
logue of the Canterbury Tales to the user. Proving that it is possible to create a viable 
UI for both TUI (Touch User Interface) environments and a Web resource, CantAPP 
is also available as a traditional website.

In the GLAM world, specific needs arise due to a very different context, mode of 
presentation of cultural heritage, and audience than in traditional DSEs. There is 
therefore a need for an approach that is not merely “simplified”, in the sense of “less 
complicated because not strictly academic”, but also more flexible, direct, and en-
gaging for the end user. The challenge is also to define an UI framework that, while 
not directly aimed at the general public, can be easily configured for that purpose.

2.4. The functionality overload

Another issue recently observed is feature overload, which affects the UI in two 
ways: the number of GUI widgets users must learn to use, and the excessive high-
lighting of text features –what we might call the “fruit salad effect” (Figure 2).

Unfortunately, solving both problems at the same time is very difficult, because 
if there are too many features highlighted in the text then selectors could be intro-
duced to choose what to show, but this would lead to an increase in the number of 
widgets the user has to learn how to use, and thus increase the complexity of the UI. 
Careful use of feature selectors seems to be the best possible solution, in this case.

Complexity problems due, for example, to the amount of configuration op-
tions and the large number of possible UI layouts sometimes plague the editor 
before a DSE reaches the end user: this aspect is underestimated and can also 
have repercussions on the final result. Constraints of flexibility and comprehen-
siveness of available features in the preparation of a DSE may spill over to the UI 
of the published edition, if only because they steal valuable time for the prepara-
tion of the edition.
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Figure 2
Textual phenomena (damaged text, deleted and added text, abbreviations) and named 
entities highlighting in the Vita di San Teobaldo edition published with EVT 2

Note. Cioffi et al. (2018)

2.5. UI and new technologies: TUI and VUI

The introduction of tablets and other devices based on a TUI raises new issues: 
should DSE projects take them into account or ignore them completely? Unfortu-
nately, many DSEs are not optimised for TUI devices. While tablet use has declined 
since their initial market enthusiasm, tablets remain widespread and could signif-
icantly enhance the accessibility and adoption of DSEs. Consider, for example, the 
GLAM environment and the benefits that could be gained from creating TUI-com-
patible editions of Cultural Heritage objects preserved in this context. Fortunately, 
development frameworks such as Angular, React and others are making web appli-
cations at least partially touch-enabled.

In the future, we may also consider Voice User Interfaces (VUI): we are becoming 
more and more confident in speaking to a computing device, albeit disguised as a 
household appliance, mobile phone or television, in order to get things done and ob-
tain information. Although a Star Trek-like scenario is not just around the corner, it 
is not far-fetched to imagine a future where it will be possible to talk to the DSE soft-
ware and have it jump to the philological notes we are interested in, display the de-
sired image(s), perform textual searches. Fortunately, this scenario will require very 
little design to find an effective interface: the listening function could always be on, 
although privacy concerns may make it preferable to add a simple button to activate 
it when needed. The VUI approach would also be highly beneficial in mitigating the 
visual impairments of some of the potential audience for DSEs (see next section).
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2.6. Accessibility and inclusivity

Compared to the situation a few years ago, a new issue has emerged: that of ac-
cessibility and inclusivity of DSEs. This is the logical next step in the drive towards 
greater democratisation in the sharing of cultural heritage works, which has seen 
online publication as a powerful means of disseminating such resources –and DSE’s 
in particular– to the general public. Unfortunately, it seems that the UI problems 
of DSEs include a very low level of compliance with standards and guidelines that 
were defined several years ago.12 UI choices that can make normal navigation of a 
DSE cumbersome –cluttered GUI widgets, fonts that are too small, over-reliance on 
colour to highlight textual phenomena, clumsy navigation– make it difficult, if not 
impossible, for people with visual impairments to use it.

If we want DSEs to be truly accessible and inclusive, it is the responsibility of ed-
itors not to cut off the part of the public with disabilities that prevent such works 
from being fully appreciated. To this end, we can draw on both research into specific 
disabilities and standardised web guidelines, which can also be used as a model for 
designing appropriate UIs for DSEs.

3. Designing an effective ui for EVT

When I first started looking into UI for DSEs, my main goal was to get a sense of what 
a possible UI for the digital edition project I was working on, the Digital Vercelli Book 
(Rosselli Del Turco, 2024), could be. There were already digital editions, some in my 
research area (Old English language and literature), which had attracted attention 
both for their philological quality and for showcasing the full potential of DSEs. 
Thus, I had a reference model, both in terms of the functionalities then considered 
fundamental and for the layout of the UI elements used in such editions. However, 
the tools available at that time were unsatisfactory for several reasons:

	ᅱ proprietary software;
	ᅱ software aimed at a specific operating system;
	ᅱ overly complex in terms of installation, use and subsequent maintenance;
	ᅱ cumbersome user interface;
	ᅱ incomplete set of functionalities.

In short, no tool offered a reasonable mix of key features: availability as open 
source software, functionality needed for a diplomatic edition linked to a digital 
facsimile, flexibility and expandability for future needs, and user friendliness of the 

12 The WCAG guidelines date back to 2008.
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interface. This last point was particularly relevant in the light of the analysis carried 
out in Rosselli Del Turco (2012).

The decision to launch a project to create a new software for browsing digital edi-
tions, to be used by the DVB project but also to be made available to the academic 
community, was therefore a natural one. The development of EVT (EVT - Edition 
Visualization Technology, 2014-), a general-purpose software for prêt-à-porter DSEs, 
was therefore not only a necessary step towards the goals of the DVB, but also a test-
ing ground to see what could be done to make a DSE browsing interface easy to use, 
as well as effective and philologically capable.

3.1. The UI design workflow in EVT

EVT has a development story spanning for more than 10 years and across several 
development frameworks.13 As a result, the UI has evolved constantly, with major 
differences driven by two factors: the introduction of major new features, and the 
migration from one development framework to another. Sometimes these two co-
incide, for example the move from XSLT 2 to AngularJS was driven by the need for 
a more powerful framework to accommodate a crucial new feature, critical edi-
tion support.

Over the years, the workflow for discussing UI changes has remained largely con-
sistent:14 an initial proposal, often with mockups (essential for complex changes; 
Figure 3), evolves into a prototype that is refined until a final version is agreed upon.

13 See Rosselli Del Turco (2019) for more information about the birth and evolution of EVT.
14 See SDE design: The agony and the ecstasy I on the EVT development blog (https://visualization-

technology.wordpress.com/2015/04/20/sde-design-the-agony-and-the-ecstasy-i/) for some additional 
notes on this subject.

Figure 3
Mockups of the initial UI layout for EVT 1 and 2

Note. Source: own elaboration.

https://visualizationtechnology.wordpress.com/2015/04/20/sde-design-the-agony-and-the-ecstasy-i/
https://visualizationtechnology.wordpress.com/2015/04/20/sde-design-the-agony-and-the-ecstasy-i/
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3.2. The UI of the current EVT versions

As mentioned in the previous paragraph, the main goal of EVT 1 was to publish a 
diplomatic edition together with a digital facsimile, allowing for image-text linking, 
text search with special characters and at least two edition levels (diplomatic and 
semi-diplomatic/interpretative). Over time, and thanks to the collaboration with 
other projects,15 the number of features has grown to include support for named en-
tities, linking of words to an integrated glossary, support for VisColl16 stylesheets to 
display the physical collation of a manuscript, and other features.

The arrangement of the UI objects is that of the “standard” layout described 
in section 2.1, with a focus on keeping widgets related to the most common fea-
tures in view at all times, and keeping navigation to more specific ones simple 
(Figure 4).

15 In particular with the Codice Pelavicino project (Salvatori et al., 2020).
16 https://viscoll.org/.

Figure 4
The Dream of the Rood poem published with EVT 1

Note. From the EVT home page.

https://viscoll.org/
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The next version, EVT 2, moved from XSLT 2 stylesheets to the AngularJS17 frame-
work and the MVC design pattern18 to overcome the limitations of the former. The 
current implementation in EVT 2 effectively addresses the requirements of criti-
cal editions, with UI-related choices partly inspired by an analysis and comparison 
with the printed edition tradition (Di Pietro & Rosselli Del Turco, 2018), although 
certain aspects –in particular the representation of witness families and multiple 
apparatus layers– are being enhanced in EVT 3. Support for critical editions was the 
initial goal, but after the release of the first beta the development team worked to 
reach feature parity with EVT 1 with respect to diplomatic editions (Figure 5).

Unfortunately, in 2018 Google decided to discontinue development and support 
for AngularJS, forcing the team to migrate the codebase to the new framework that 
replaced it, simply called Angular.19 It’s been a very long process, which is still ongo-
ing, but has also allowed us to rethink some architectural choices and improve the 
flexibility of the software. This is particularly important since the introduction of 

17 https://angularjs.org/.
18 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Model%E2%80%93view%E2%80%93controller/.
19 https://angular.dev/.

Figure 5
Experimental edition of part of the Codice Pelavicino using EVT 2

Note. Source: own elaboration.

https://angularjs.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Model%E2%80%93view%E2%80%93controller/
https://angular.dev/
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new features such as support for synoptic editions and authorial philology requires 
careful consideration of visual presentation strategies. A particularly challenging 
aspect is the temporal dimension inherent in genetic criticism, which requires in-
novative approaches to apparatus visualisation. As a first approach EVT handles the 
correction phases in a dynamic way, allowing the user to choose which step of the 
creative process to display (Figure 6).20

Throughout this journey, we have tried to retain the same level of ease of use 
and effectiveness in visual presentation that has characterised EVT since its earli-
est versions.

3.3. Future developments

The current development version, EVT 3, is going to see several UI updates, as new 
functionality is introduced. Two features, in particular, will have an impact on the 
current layout:

20 See Buzzoni et al. (2024) and Buzzoni (2024) for more information.

Figure 6
The original manuscript of the Canzoniere 1919 by U. Saba published using EVT 31

Note. Source: own elaboration.
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	ᅱ support for genetic criticism / authorial philology will require two new views 
in part overlapping with existing ones: it will be interesting to see whether 
they are both merged with the existing ones, only one of them (the criti-
cal text view) but not the other (the documental-diplomatic view shown in 
Figure 6), or whether they are kept separate;

	ᅱ support for synoptic editions will add a completely new view, one which is 
similar to older ones (e.g. the collation view), but it will actually present di-
fferent texts in a synchronised manner.

Another significant change will address accessibility and inclusivity. The 
older EVT 1 version has been used as a benchmark for accessibility (Cappellotto 
& Cioffi, 2024) and its performance was not entirely satisfactory. Since the Leges 
Langobardorum project21 plans to improve accessibility in a significant way, EVT 
3 will undergo a specific development cycle to achieve this goal and serve as a 
browsing tool for the project. We have already identified the methods to reach 
this goal. First, we will test the next beta version extensively to find weak spots 
and areas for improvement. We will then follow the Web Content Accessibility 
Guidelines (WCAG, 2008) to improve all relevant aspects, e.g. making sure that 
tab navigation works, adding alt text for images, possibly a text reader, etc. Fi-
nally, we will take advantage of a feature introduced in EVT 3 mainly for aes-
thetic reasons, themes (Figure 7):22 we will extend the themes capabilities to 
cover most, if not all, UI aspects of visual presentation that might have an im-
pact on accessibility.

This will allow us to create new special themes, e.g. for visually impaired users, 
to adapt data visualisation for colour blindness and similar disabilities. Research-
ers using EVT will be able to create their own themes so that further enhancements 
can be added over time.

21 An Italian PRIN (Progetti di Rilevante Interesse Nazionale) project funded by the 2022 
PNRR (Piano Nazionale di Ripresa e Resilienza). Full title: A digital scholarly edition of the “Leges 
Langobardorum”: social memory, historical legacy and valorisation of cultural heritage. See Buzzoni & 
Rosselli Del Turco (2024) for more information.

22 In their current form, themes are used to distinguish different types of editions using specific 
colour palettes, e.g. a black / dark brown / brown palette for digital facsimiles and diplomatic editions.
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Figure 7
The “classic” theme used to publish The Dream of the Rood poem with EVT 3 and the theme 
selector in the main menu23

Note. Source: own elaboration.

4. Conclusion

The evolution of UI design for DSEs represents a crucial intersection between digi-
tal philology, human-computer interaction, and scholarly editing practices. As the 
development of EVT moves forward, several key challenges require attention: the 
need to balance functionality with usability, the necessity to find effective and in-
novative solutions for UI issues related to new functionality, and the growing im-
portance of accessibility and inclusivity in digital editions. The experience gained 
through the development of EVT demonstrates that successful UI design must ne-
gotiate between competing demands –comprehensive functionality, intuitive user 
experience, and philological accuracy. Future advances in this area will need to ad-
dress emerging paradigms, such as genetic criticism and computational editions, 
while upholding the core principles of effective scholarly communication. To ad-
dress these challenges, collaboration between digital humanists, developers and 
designers is essential.

23 Notice the difference of the UI colour palette compared to Figure 6.
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