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SLIDE: Douglas Adams quotation 

1. Introduction: the world wide web as the first disruption 

 

SLIDE: 1. The world wide web as the first disruption 

 

I will begin, not with AI now, but with the world wide web in 1995. 

The comparison is essential - what we are now experiencing with AI is not the first 

technological disruption in access to medieval sources that I have lived through.  

In the mid-1990s, the world wide web altered what was possible. It changed what medieval 

sources could be found and be given to students, and most dramatically what a teacher working 

without large institutional resources could use in class. 

I am not here going to offer a technical account of AI, nor to present myself as an expert in 

machine learning. I am not one. I am speaking rather as a medieval historian who has spent more 

than thirty years thinking about computers, access, and scholarly mediation. And as someone who 

created the Internet Medieval Sourcebook, one of the earlier large-scale medieval teaching web 

resources. I am here addressing what it means to have lived through one major transformation in 

access to sources and now to find myself in the middle of another and more profound one. 

If the web was the first transformation. The second, I want to suggest, is occurring now and is 

AI: not because every claim made for AI is true, but because AI is beginning to change the 

relationship between digitised material and usable knowledge. 

I have been speaking publicly about the internet and medieval studies since I first gave a talk 

entitled “The Internet for Humanists” to other medieval students at Fordham in early 1993. And by 

the mid-1990s I was already treating the internet as something of real consequence for medieval 
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scholarship, for example through online library catalogues. By 1995, the internet was no longer a 

curiosity for me. It had become part of how I thought about the future of scholarly access. 

 SLIDE: Gopher and MELVYL 

But my “ding moment” came when I first saw a web browser. I already used computers, email, 

file transfer, gopher, and telnet for online library catalogs, but the early graphical web browser 

made something newly visible and changed everything to me. It was not simply another tool, but a 

different infrastructure for scholarly dissemination. Mosaic appeared in 1993, Netscape followed in 

1994. But in mid 1995, while adjuncting at Brooklyn College, I first saw Netscape 1.2. and with its 

use of backgrounds and early visual formatting, I was struck that this would matter enormously. 

SLIDE: Brooklyn College Labs 

SLIDE: Netscape Navigator 

SLIDE: My Use of Backgrounds 

That led quite directly to the Internet Medieval Sourcebook, which I put online in January 1996. 

The Medieval Sourcebook later became part of the larger Internet History Sourcebooks Project, but 

at the beginning it was a practical response to a simple problem. Teachers needed access to primary 

source materials that could easily be assigned to students (even if in printed out form). Many e-texts 

existed, but they were scattered or locked into formats and locations that made them hard to use in 

ordinary teaching. Once the web made distribution possible at scale, as a historian who cared about 

access, I could begin building something that did not previously exist. 

SLIDE: Internet Medieval Sourcebook 

This was never merely “putting texts online.” The Sourcebooks were never only a heap of files. 

They involved selection, correction, editing, navigation pages and continuous maintenance. The 

work was technical, but it was also interpretive. To choose texts, contextualise them, and make 
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them usable for teaching is an act of scholarly mediation. Not neutral clerical labour, but a way of 

shaping access to the past. 

The Internet Medieval Sourcebook belongs to the first generation of web “digital humanities” 

(not a phrase most of us would have used at the time). The work was not glamorous: early OCR, 

scanning, proofreading, hand-built HTML, and repetitive maintenance. It rested on a conviction that 

access mattered, and that a relatively simple web infrastructure could make historical sources 

available on a scale that had previously been difficult to imagine. 

One of the lessons of that first disruption is that simple structures can endure. The early web 

was fragile in unanticipated ways. Ephemerality especially was a problem. Links broke. Servers 

disappeared. Projects were abandoned. Content management systems kept appearing and 

disappearing. Yet some of the simplest, most static, text-heavy forms of web publication have aged 

surprisingly well. In some cases, they have proved more durable than more fashionable or more 

complex digital systems. A plain HTML file, if preserved, migrated, backed up, and kept 

addressable, can outlive several generations of institutional redesign.  

2. The web changed access, but at a manageable pace 

SLIDE: 2. The web changed access, but at a manageable pace 

 

The web of the mid 1990s was disruptive, but for a long time it remained recognisably an 

internet of websites, as opposed to the “platform internet” we have now. One could learn HTML, 

website construction and FTP, and those skills would remain usable for years. The tools changed, 

but not usually overnight. There was time to develop competence, build habits, and adapt. 

This is one way in which the IMC theme of Temporalities helps me think about the 

comparison. The web had a temporality one could learn to live with. It changed scholarly work, but 

it did so at a speed that allowed us to acquire techniques, make mistakes, repair them, and carry 
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those habits forward. The difference with AI is that the pace and character of development are 

different. 

SLIDE: WordPerfect / boxed software / older technological friction  

WordPerfect 5.1 is a useful example of that older technological temporality. It was released in 

1989 and remained central for many users well into the late 1990s. Software moved forward, but it 

did not feel as though an entire intellectual workflow was being reconfigured every few months. I 

was able to maintain the Sourcebooks almost entirely by hand-coding (with TxtPad) until circa. 

2009. 

As with AI now, the early web generated anxieties — David F. Noble’s 1997 ‘Digital Diploma 

Mills’ warned of expropriation and commercialisation, and much of what he predicted has 

happened — but the web also had real advantages and proved unstoppable. 

The web became a mixed environment: commercial and non-commercial, scholarly and trivial, 

liberating and exploitative, durable and ephemeral. Medievalists learned to use it, complain about it, 

contribute to it, and, crucially, to depend on it. 

The web also trained its users, as all technologies since the invention of writing train their users. 

A database trains one to think in records, fields, and categories. A word processor trains one to 

think in files, pages, revisions, and styles. Hand-built HTML trained users to think about links, 

paths, filenames, servers, broken images, and dependence on other people’s machines. It taught me 

early on that something could work today and still be a bad structure for the future, but also that 

something could look crude and yet prove durable. 

AI is beginning to train users in a comparable way. It brings with it a vocabulary of “prompts”, 

“workflows”, “friction”, “iteration”, and even the very useful “red-teaming”. Some of that language 

can feel alien, as though it belongs to software development or management rather than to 
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scholarship. But tools have always carried habits of mind with them. The question is whether we 

can become conscious of them quickly enough to use them critically. 

That manageable pace of change is precisely what has not reproduced itself with AI — and the 

difference matters for how we think about the second disruption. 

3. AI as a faster second disruption 

SLIDE: 3. AI as a faster second disruption 

 

Public access to large language models became widely visible with ChatGPT in November 

2022, though the technical “prehistory” goes back earlier (to 2017 and the Transformers paper). 

Since then, development has been extremely rapid. In three and a half years, scholars in many fields 

have begun asking whether their actual workflows are being altered. 

SLIDE: AI ding moment  

My own AI “ding” moment came earlier this year, although the process began earlier. I had 

been experimenting with AI since late 2022, especially in relation to translation from medieval 

Greek and transcription from manuscripts. Translation from medieval Greek is close to my own 

expertise. Manuscript transcription is not something I have done but it is part of the broader training 

and world of medieval studies. 

As part of my dissertation, I translated the Greek vita of St Thomais of Lesbos. That 

translation took a long time, and I needed the intervention and judgement of Alice-Mary Talbot, one 

of my outside dissertation advisers. What struck me, when I first tested AI on the same kind of 

material, was not that it produced a perfect translation. It did not. The striking thing was that it 

could produce, in minutes, a plausible rough translation of a kind that would once have taken me 

months to assemble as a working basis. That does not abolish the need for expertise. Quite the 
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reverse. A rough AI translation still requires checking, correction, judgement, and knowledge of 

genre, theology, syntax, and historical context. But the point at which the human scholar enters the 

process may shift. Instead of beginning with a blank page and a lexicon, one may begin with a draft 

that has to be interrogated. 

Even more striking was what happened this year when I asked the system to identify possible 

echoes of the Septuagint Psalms in the vita. Medieval Greek religious texts were often written by 

people who prayed the Psalms constantly. Their language is saturated with scriptural phrasing. I do 

not have the Greek Psalms in my mind in that way.  With the Life of St. Thomaïs, AI, however 

imperfectly, because it has instant recall of the entire corpora of Greek biblical texts, identified 

patterns and possible allusions that I would then need to verify. That ability in intertextual 

recognition, and the speed it does it, changes how I can deal with texts. 

HANDOUT 1: Life of St Thomaïs, 1999 and 2026 

Transcription raises a related but distinct issue. I do not want to claim more than I know. In my 

own tests with a late medieval Book of Hours and a necrological list, ChatGPT gave more plausible 

rough readings than out-of-the-box Transkribus and improved noticeably between February and 

May 2026, even while remaining unreliable on local names.  When general tools become more 

convenient, more widely available, and good enough for preliminary work, specialist applications 

may find themselves leapfrogged. There is a history of this—MS Defender making other anti-virus 

software obsolete for most users. A similar leapfrogging may occur quite quickly with transcription 

software. 

The most important point here is that technology need not be flawless to become consequential. 

The reasonable comparator is not with perfection. Early web access in 1996 was often slow and 

links rotted; yet teaching was transformed. Present AI is often wrong, and sometimes overconfident, 
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yet since January I think it has crossed into a stage where scholars have no choice but to think about 

how to use, resist, verify, and shape it. The disruption is here and now. 

And AI is speeding up – consider the rate at which new frontier models are being released, and 

from many companies in the US, China, and the rest of the world. 

Handout 2: Release of new Frontier Models 

This is not only a medievalist anxiety. Programmers, lawyers, translators, teachers, and even 

mathematicians are also trying to understand what these systems can and cannot do. That matters, 

because it prevents us from imagining that medievalists are uniquely unsettled because our field is 

old, text-based, conservative, or fragile. The point is not that AI has solved expert problems. The 

point is that experts cannot ignore it. 

SLIDE: New Scientist on AI and Maths 

4. From access to processability 

SLIDE: 4. From access to processability 

 

The reason this matters for medievalists specifically is that it changes where the difficulty lies.  

For much of the history of medieval studies, the bottleneck was access. Could one get to the 

manuscript? Could one obtain the edition? Could one find the printed volume? Could one 

photograph it, photocopy it, borrow it, or travel to it? The first waves of digitisation altered that 

bottleneck by making images, catalogues, editions, and PDFs more accessible. But many of those 

digital objects remained stubbornly resistant to analysis. They were visible, but not always 

searchable. Searchable, but not always accurate. Digitised, but not structured. Online, but not 

computationally usable. 
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AI and adjacent machine-learning tools operate precisely in that space. They can reprocess 

existing digital material: extracting text from images, identifying names, suggesting dates, roughly 

translate passages, creating working summaries, and converting one form of digital object into 

another. The resources created in the first wave of web digitisation can therefore become raw 

material for a second phase. 

That is an important shift. The first web disruption made sources available to people. The 

second may make sources available both to people and to machines that will then shape what future 

people can ask and find. There is a feedback loop here. AI-mediated access to the past becomes the 

raw material for the next generation of AI competence about the past. 

SLIDE: Old bibliographical methods vs new 

SLIDE: Bottleneck change with Cuneiform 

I’m going to venture outside the field of medieval studies to indicate what this change of 

bottleneck means. Consider the cuneiform bottleneck in Ancient Near Eastern studies. Hundreds of 

thousands of tablets exist, but fluent Akkadian readers are rare. The texts are repetitive business 

records. AI can scan and transcribe them, unlocking massive economic datasets. Statistical tools 

will transform our understanding of economies. I use this example because the audience has no 

investment in Akkadian, unlike medieval Latin or vernaculars. 

SLIDE: CoMMA / manuscript transcription at scale  

Since this session was proposed, the pace of change has itself become part of the evidence for 

my paper. In January, CoMMA, the Corpus of Multilingual Medieval Archives reported the 

transcription of 32,763 digitised manuscripts in four months. That number matters, but the number 

alone is not the argument. What matters is the change in scale and the new kind of question it 

creates. If a project reports a 9.7 percent error rate based on manual checking of short samples in 

hundreds of manuscripts, the scholarly problem is no longer simply whether such transcription is 
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possible, because it will get better very rapidly. It is how the error rate was sampled, what kinds of 

errors are being counted, how errors are distributed across scripts, languages, abbreviations, and 

page conditions, and what forms of human verification are adequate for different kinds of scholarly 

use. 

SLIDE: Jim O’Donnell / SourceLibrary / The future is here 

An even more recent sign of movement is SourceLibrary, associated with the Bibliotheca 

Philosophica Hermetica. The classicist James O’Donnell, at the forefront of web use for late antique 

texts since the 1990s, posted on Facebook about this recently with the statement “the future is now”. 

For this paper, however, its significance is that it presents a serious text collection as something to 

be read by human beings and also as something shaped by and for AI-mediated access. It is a 

reminder that the future imagined by such projects is not simply a larger digital library. It is a 

library in which the machine is part of the reading environment.  

The proper comparator for AI transcription, translation, or data extraction is therefore not 

perfection. It is actual human work. Human beings mistranscribe, misread, mistranslate, skip lines, 

misunderstand abbreviations, impose expectations, get tired, and make inconsistent decisions. 

Human labour is expensive, slow, uneven, and often unavailable. AI error is real and sometimes 

dangerous, but human error is also real. The question is not whether AI is flawless. The question is 

what kind of error it introduces, at what scale, under what conditions, and with what possibilities for 

detection and correction. 

This is where expertise still matters, though perhaps not always in the same place in the 

workflow. If a model can produce a rough translation, identify possible biblical echoes, transcribe at 

scale, summarise a long text, or classify catalogue data, the human scholar does not disappear. But 

the scholar’s work changes. Expertise moves toward verification, correction, sampling, source 
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criticism, interpretation, and methodological judgement: knowing when the machine is probably 

right, plausibly wrong, or giving a seductive answer to the wrong question. 

5. Expertise, friction, and scholarly judgement 

SLIDE: 5. Expertise, friction, and scholarly judgement 

 

I would therefore describe my own position as one of conservative openness to new 

technology. I do not think refusal is a serious scholarly strategy. I have seen enough technological 

change to know that new systems always arrive with promises, distortions and real costs. The web 

expanded access, but it also created ephemerality, link rot, platform dependence, search 

degradation, and new forms of commercial capture. AI will do the same in its own ways. 

But there is also no special scholarly virtue in mechanical struggle as such. There is virtue in 

thought, judgement, accuracy, care, and responsibility. But there is no moral superiority in spending 

hours doing a task badly if a machine can help produce a better starting point. 

SLIDE: Carrying books to photocopier 

In the 1990s, much of my work involved physical and mechanical labour: carrying books, 

photocopying, typing, building bibliographies, correcting OCR, creating HTML pages, and moving 

material from one format into another. Some of that labour taught me the material. Some of it was 

simply friction. 

AI can reduce certain kinds of friction. It can help turn messy notes into paragraphs, organise 

thoughts spoken aloud, suggest structure, and produce a draft that one then rejects, rewrites, or 

quarrels with. That is not the same as having AI “write the paper.” At least in my own practice, the 

originating questions, examples, judgements, and arguments remain mine.  
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The danger is obvious. AI can flatten style and make prose sound more confident than the 

thought behind it. The answer is to develop habits of use in which AI drafts remain subordinate to 

human judgement, and in which the scholar remains responsible for the final text. 

There is a further paradox here. Those best placed to use AI critically may be those who 

acquired many of the relevant skills before AI became available, while students now risk using AI 

in ways that may prevent them from developing precisely the judgement needed to evaluate it. I do 

not have a solution to that problem in this paper, but I think it is one of the educational questions 

that follows from the technological one. 

SLIDE: Bottleneck changing to abundance 

The broader challenge, then, is abundance. The first web disruption addressed scarcity. It made 

sources available. It helped students and teachers reach texts that would otherwise have been 

difficult to obtain. The second disruption may intensify abundance to the point where access itself is 

no longer the primary problem. Instead, the problem becomes correction of errors and analysis of 

mass material.   

When tens of thousands of manuscripts can be transcribed in weeks, if books and secondary 

literature can be translated with reasonable accuracy, if OCR can be corrected, if names and places 

can be extracted, then the scholar faces a changed landscape. The difficulty is not simply finding 

material. It is knowing what kind of material one has found, how it was processed, what errors 

entered it, what was omitted or normalised, and what interpretive frame has been silently imposed. 

A digitised manuscript image is not the same as a transcription. A transcription is not the same 

as an edition. An edition is not the same as a translation. A translation is not the same as 

interpretation. A searchable corpus is not the same as understanding. Each stage adds possibility, 

but each stage also adds mediation.  Some have suggested that AI is an emperor without clothes, but 

I just don’t think we can put our heads in the sand and pretend it’s not there or that we can avoid it. 
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SLIDE: Ostrich or Emperor without clothes 

Conclusion 

My conclusions are provisional. The field is moving too quickly for any confident final 

judgement. But I think I can say this much. 

AI has already produced a second disruption, not by replacing the web, but by acting upon 

the digital abundance the web and digitisation created. It can reprocess, restructure, translate, 

transcribe, classify, and summarise material that was already online but not fully usable. 

Second, the pace is different. The web changed quickly, but it gave us time to master many 

of its basic forms. AI is changing faster, and its capacities are moving across domains in ways that 

make stable expertise harder to define. 

Third, the central scholarly problem may be shifting from access to verification, 

interpretation, and navigation. We are not leaving source criticism behind. We are entering a 

situation in which source criticism has to include the digital and computational processes through 

which sources reach us. 

The task is neither to celebrate nor to refuse. The task is to understand, test, correct, 

preserve, and shape. That is what medievalists already know how to do with difficult inheritances 

from the past. We now have to do it with the tools that are changing how that past becomes 

accessible. 

I should add that this paper has itself been prepared with AI assistance. I have used 

ChatGPT, Claude, and other AI systems to organise notes, correct grammar, test formulations, red-

team objections, and challenge the argument. I do not regard the paper as AI-written. The examples, 

judgements, and conclusions are mine. But the process of preparing it has itself become one of my 

examples of the changed scholarly workflow I have been describing. 
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Initial Abstract: This paper reflects on thirty years of creating and editing the Internet Medieval 

Sourcebook, from its origins in the early web era—when Mosaic and early Netscape browsers first 

revealed new possibilities for scholarly dissemination—to the present moment of experimentation 

with generative AI. Rather than offering technical expertise, the paper provides a historian’s 

perspective on AI as a research and interpretive tool, shaped by recent practical experiments. The 

presentation considers continuity, preservation, and change in digital medieval studies, offering a 

provisional assessment appropriate to a rapidly evolving field. 

Session Summary: Over the past three decades the internet has transformed access to medieval 

sources. Digitisation projects, online catalogues, and large-scale digital text collections have made 

materials available to scholars and students in ways unimaginable in the early 1990s. Yet many of 

these resources remain constrained by the formats in which they were first created: scanned PDFs, 

imperfect OCR, and catalogues designed primarily for human reading rather than computational 

analysis. In less than three years since the public emergence of large-scale generative AI systems 

such as ChatGPT, however, new tools have begun to reshape how these materials can be accessed 

and analysed. AI-assisted coding, improved OCR, and large language models now allow scholars to 

reprocess existing digital resources, extract structured data, and enable new forms of search and 

classification. Resources created in the first wave of web digitisation can thus be reorganised as 

research datasets. 

In keeping with the IMC 2026 theme of Temporalities, this session reflects on a moment of rapid 

technological change in medieval studies. The papers examine both practical applications—such as 

restructuring manuscript catalogues—and broader methodological questions about whether the field 

is entering a new phase in which the principal challenge is no longer access to sources, but how to 

navigate their rapidly expanding digital abundance. 
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SLIDES
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