The Ideal Corpus. Towards a Critique of
Large Digital Libraries from a Digital
Humanities Perspective
Steven Claeyssens

Koninklijke Bibliotheek, National library of the Netherlands
steven.claeyssens@kb.nl

Large scale digitisation of historical paper publications enables analyses of vast amounts of digital surrogates
using machines, algorithms and software to ‘read’ the texts. However, continuously expanding collections of
such texts, like the Google Books corpora, HathiTrust or – closer to home – Delpher, combined with a
proliferation of computational approaches to study textual data and the growing number of scholarly
disciplines taking part in the Digital Turn, calls for a renewed reflection on two of the key aspects of the
research process: source selection and source criticism.
A recent special issue of the Tijdschrift voor tijdschriftstudies on ‘Historical Research and Delpher’ (2015) brings
together a number of researchers from a range of disciplines. Based on their experiences with Delpher and the
Delpher collections the authors point out various shortcomings and formulate additional requirements, both
concerning the data and the search engine. Since the Delpher user interface is just one of many potential tools
to mine the Delpher data, this paper focusses in particular on questions relating to the selection of content for
Delpher (what, how, when, etc.). An analysis of these types of data-wish lists not only leads to the
identification of valuable recommendations for the Delpher team, but also to some incompatible conclusions
indicating the conflicting expectations and interests of different disciplines and researchers and the countless
number of tools they are using to analyse textual data.
This paper argues that a digital source criticism is urgently needed to tackle the questions raised by these
opposing expectations. Researchers and librarians should collaborate closely on this and join forces to define
the limits and fits of ‘the ideal corpus’. Inspiration for this definition can, amongst other things, be found in
textual criticism, corpus linguistics and analytical bibliography.
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