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Outline of the
talk

-Captatio benevolentiae
-Some fundamentals of ATR/HTR

-“Good Al”: reflecting on automating
transcription

-How ATR has become an essential
part of my work

-Communities of practices with ATR

-Newer Spaces of Experimentation
with ATR



Graduating Seniors in 2026 chime in...
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An example to start with
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ATR in the larger picture of Al

The core models of state-of-the-art
built-for-digital-scholarship platforms
for ATR do not rely (now) on LLMs,
but are rather based on deep
learning models and

transformer-based neural networks. Deep ~ cenemmive
Learning

(bL)

Post-processing can be done with
LLMs. Some ATR is being done with
LLMs (more on that later).

LLMs in the Al landscape, Lizama Mué,
session 2a, adapted, red triangle is mine



Dubreuil on Al nullifying what we believe to be humanistic practices

Q: Is there any place in the humanities where it makes sense to use Al? How
might it effectively be used?

A: Like in other areas of knowledge, there are, within the humanities, some important
technical elements. Take paleography, for instance, which consists of reading older
systems of handwriting; or descriptive prosody, where one scans lines of regulated
poetry. In such areas, and many others, self-learning automated systems and/or
algorithms relying on expert knowledge could prove very useful adjuvants or fine
replacements. However, one should never forget that, ultimately, the technical is
theoretical: The humanities are the disciplines whose “raison d’étre” is to make sense (of
life, of the world, of ourselves, of sense itself). We may outsource our techniques and
therefore free ourselves from tedious labor, but only if we understand that such means
never were an end. (Cornell Chronicle, 1 April 2025)

— Was transcription not truly a part of the humanities and Al has forced us
to see that? Are we happy and willing to give it up transcription, or partially,
to move on to more interesting tasks?

Humanities in
the Time of Al
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3 Fundamental Steps to ATR: BAYV, vat. Lat. 36

Segmentation - region detection Polygon and baseline detection Handwriting recognition
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Imagine complicated layouts...
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Dale Correa, https://texlibris.lib.utexas.edu/2022/02/read-hot-digitized-ocr-htr-for-all-with-escriptorium/



Or this one
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ATR as a "good”
Al for use In
GLAM

Photo by Zach M on Unsplash



https://unsplash.com/@zachmmalin?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/photos/the-letters-ai-made-of-green-grass-hVEx0yZSQWY?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText

Neudecker, Digital Curation and Al, Al in Museums: 2

“In order to support more advanced and diverse use of digitized collections, the digitized
objects need to be processed further so as to analyse, expose, and enrich the content
contained within the scans. For example, text recognition (in other words, optical
character recognition [OCR] or handwritten text recognition) extracts the text from a scan
to make it machine-readable, layout analysis can structure the various types of content
on a scanned page into different sections like text, images, tables, et cetera, and
methods from the domain of natural language processing (NLP) can be utilized to extract
information (for instance, named entities) from the text or to enrich it semantically (for
example, with links to a knowledge base) ... Al methods and models have provided
significant improvements for all of the above applications, for instance, for recognizing
text in historical prints or handwritten documents, for document layout analysis, for
content-based retrieval, or in the area of named entity recognition and linking.”



Points for approaching Al critically

As a question of knowledge, access, and representation

How does Al produce, organize, and classify knowledge?

What authority should be granted to algorithmic outputs, and how do
opacity and interpretability shape human judgment?

Whose data, experiences, and perspectives are represented, and whose
are excluded?

How do training datasets shape what can be known, predicted, and
represented?

How does Al mediate access to information, expertise, and learning?

As a social, political, and economic phenomenon

What new forms of capital and platform power emerge, and who controls
Al infrastructure? Where does the data go?

Is research in the age of Al an open field?

What forms of labor and power relations are embedded in Al systems?
What governance and regulatory structures shape Al within research
institutions?

From Artificiallnteligence community on

“It’s Al again. He wants another
thousand glasses of water.”

And of the environment of
course (“Artificiallntelligence”
subreddit)




Projects for which
ATR has become
an essential (even
constitutive) part of
my work




1.Paris Bible Project

Collaborative work with Estelle Guéville, Yale U



Medieval Manuscripts and the Computational Humanities, ARC Press, 2026

A@‘ANITIES PRESS Medieval Manuscripts and the Computational Humanities
Big Data, Scribes, and the “Paris Bible”

Published by ARC Humanities Press

David Joseph Wrisley v, Estelle Guéville v

& Read PDF Download PDF [ ‘B Buy Hardback H 99 Cite

This book examines the transformations in medieval studies—and the humanities more broadly—enabled by
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< Share
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Proven benefits Potential disadvantages

- Managed to fine-tune ATR models in the first - fine-tuning can create the impression that
2 cases to model our research questions research questions are being faithfully modeled,
but the process may also encode new hidden
- Carry out scaled computational analysis assumptions

directly from ATR outputs - Not working with a shared corpus, but rather a

- Able to formulate new hypotheses about corpus modeled for our questions

manuscripts for which there is a colophon, - Cannot ultimately be sure of these conclusions

revising older scholarship from uncertain metadata

- Able to take advantage of years of mass - Institutional collections are different from scholarly
digitization in the GLAM sector inquiry

- Able to use many more sources than those in - Cannot share ground truth and the images for full

the open digitized record reproducibility



2. Editing Medieval
Poetry with ATR

Collaborative work with Hartley R
Miller, Georgetown Qatar, HBKU Law
School
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Proven benefits

Created an innovative pedagogical edition

To pay more attention to scribal behavior.
To correct more rather than to transcribe.
HTR has exposed (Dubreuil-style) some of
the assumed practices of the past

Machine has challenged us to think
critically with different workflows and new
kinds of evidence.

To make better editions because there is
more time for expert judgement.

Potential disadvantages

Could have done this by hand, but at what
human cost?

There is not consensus on what other
approaches to take

Critical reflection is often strongest during
periods of novelty -> challenge of
preserving critical engagement once the
technology becomes normalized

Challenging to reader for their novelty and
to the community



3. Computational
Study of Gulf
Archives

Collaborative work with Suphan Kirmizialtin, NYU
Abu Dhabi



“Exploring Manumission Documents with Word Vectors,” JIDR 2(2024)
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India Office Records (QDL)
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FIGURE 2 Key terms (“nakhuda” [upper left], “powers” [upper right], “weapons” [center
right], “traffic” [center right], “clerk” [bottom center], and “mistress” [lower left])
in red and their contextual associations in black plotted in a two-dimensional
space, generated using PCA on our custom trained wvMm. The figure illustrates
how specific words are spatially distributed based on their contextual similarities.
The model has been trained for 2-grams: 150 dimensions, 20 iterations, 6 word
window with negative sampling of 5.

File 5/191: 15 File 5/191: 56 File 5/191: 62 Ana|y3i3 with Word2Vec in R



Proven benefits

Benefit from existing work of others,
sometimes thousands and thousands of
hours of research time, adding our own
additions.

Succeeded in working across multiple
hands, as well as with typewritten English

Powerful readings across the repetitive
corpus

Unique insights into the period and the
entanglement of colonial perspectives and
local experience

Potential disadvantages

scholarly labor often becomes invisible once
embedded in training data, ground truth sets,
and workflows. How do we trace and cite
such labor?

Success across multiple hands and scripts
often depends on substantial normalization
and exclusion of other languages

Research time cost involved in the corpus
building and preparation

Very limited and colonially-mediated corpus of
digitized Arabic sources like these on which to
train models



Communities of
Practices



Communities of Practice

EScriptorium Transkribus

And there are others...
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Schonhardt et al, ATR: Theories, Platforms, Best Practices (2026): 46

“Increasingly, transformer-based Large
Language Models (LLMs) are being
applied to ATR. While LLMs were
traditionally restricted to post-correction,
multimodal LLMs (mLLMs) now integrate
vision capabilities and can directly deal
with images. First approaches show
promising results for well represented
writing styles (English and German after
1800), though their use for complex
historical corpora remains to be studied.”

MICHAEL SCHONHARDT,
TIM GEELHAAR, TOBIAS HODEL,
JAN ODSTRCILIK

AUTOMATED TEXT
RECOGNITION

THEORY, PLATFORMS,
BEST PRACTICES

DIGITAL HUMANITIES RE SEARCH

UNIVERSITY
BIELEFELDW
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Gemini 3 Solves Handwriting Recognition and it's
a Bitter Lesson

Testing shows that Gemini 3 has effectively solved handwriting on English texts, one of
the oldest problems in Al, achieving expert human levels of performance.

—@— MARK HUMPHRIES
% NOV 25, 2025

Last week, | was corresponding with my friend Laura Morreale about the results of Gemini transcription on this Crusader-era ~ - 0D s4 25 Share
manuscript. The differences between the Al results and Laura's are fairly interesting: there are some mis-readings, like y for ii, bi

about half of the differences are reasonable editorial decisions. Gemini represents long s as the character fand retains the -
Strasaen ot umnt s e e, Benchmarking large language models
for handwritten text recognition

Giorgia Crosilla

Dl Department of Classical Philology and Italian Studies, University of Bologna,
AlPraftHuman Transcrlptlon 334 ik ologna, Tialy niversiy of Bologna

Lukas Klic
1 3 H Reved20 om0 Digital Humanities Lab, Villa I Tatti, Florence, Italy, and
Sti ozres coment bataille de —yii ain ey L
home S fse ramifst enc Ourt p02r Department of Classical Phil(ﬁ(;?ggl:lnar’iIlgtgguan".gtudies, University of Bologna,
mu rtre p ar 1 e dit del un ;et del Department of Communication, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark
autre=: fselonc lafﬁfSSISe dOu reiaume ?:;t::i ‘The aim of this work is to pmvlde an overview nf Lhe current capabiltes of Multimodal Large

d . ]. i 1 Language Models (MLLMs) for t potential whe
me- r}m— m to traditional task-specific, supervised odsls.
e1je -usale Design/methodology/approach — The approach is that of using a set of openly-available benchmarks to
compare different LLMs with strong task-specific supervised baselines for the task of HTR.
Findings — The results show that LLMs currenly show a stzong performance on English texts, yet they
aweaker g ther than English, and do not possess a significant capability
for self-correction. Moreover, their comparison with Transkribus’s models highlight the fact that proprietary
LLM models are the best performing, in particular on modern handwriting, while for historical documents the
X P . overall performance comparison between LLMs and Transkribus is not consistent. . . .
FromThePage: Gemini with French manuscripts Originalityvalue - The authors are not aware of a similar study relying on open benchmasks. Mark Humphries, Generative History [blog]
Keywords Large language models, Handwritten text recognition, Automatic text recognition
Paper type Research article

AOATTn hAarma savriang avant

1. Introduction

In recent years, advancements in Generative Al models have begun to influence research in the
Digital Humanities. The capabilities of Large Language Models (LLMs) manifest both in their
ease of use for scholars, and in the wide range of applications that Generative Al can support
within knowledge organization, such as the ability to classify, process and extract meaningful
information from cultural data, support learning and teaching activities, facilitate collaborative

Journal of Documentation



RAG system with local LLM for querying sensitive HTR created data

2 Personal  RAG-LLM Pipeline + Add tag
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Final Thoughts

Expert systems leveraging Al/ML for transcription
are mature systems, they are also effervescent
spaces where all kinds of languages and historical
scenarios are being tried out.

Hold in them the possibility of

an enormous amount of text generation, by
interested humans and by non-humans
“potential to reshape the conditions under
which scholarship is produced, for better or
for worse”

LLMs are catching up with expert systems,
not only for post-processing and data
processing, but for text creation — brings with
it a range of problems typical of them:
extrapolation, hallucination

Ethical issues

Energy, CO,, H,O

Training and deploying ATR models demands
technical expertise, compute, and financial
investment

Risk of new divides in the ability to handle
uncommon languages, historical state of
languages (pre-1800), and scripts

Deepening the divide between computationally
privileged and underprivileged traditions and new
forms of data and algorithmic colonialism (Adams)
Increasing problems with data sovereignty
“worsening epistemic injustice where knowledge
from minority groups is systematically excluded
from the discourse due to structural and
technological limitations.” (Schonhardt et al, citing
Melanson)

MG -> small linguistic communities, relatively
undigitized archival cultures, communities of the
global South
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From Handwritten Document to Computable
Object: Critical Approaches to Automatic Text
Recognition for the Digital Humanities (DHSI
2026)
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Description

This course will provide hands-on experience in the automatic transcription of handwritten historical u S!
documents from a variety of periods and in different languages. We adopt a critical approach to existing
technologies (Transkribus, eScriptorium, and LLM-based workflows) and introduce a diversity of workflows.
Using examples from Canadian and international digital collections, participants will explore how transcription
and layout models can be created from scratch, as well as how existing ones can be retrained using data from
the community. We also examine the importance of transcription choices on research, including when we work
with models that do not directly reflect our own considerations. At the end of the course, participants will be
able to assess the viability of including automatic transcription methods in individual and group research
projects and they will have gained an appreciation for how automatically transcribed documents are applicable
to a variety of forms of computational research. The course is intended for all levels, including those with little
prior knowledge of digital scholarship. We encourage participants to bring their own research intere
P

handwritten historical documents and digital archives to the course.



