SIGNIFYING NOTHING

By J A M E S
MISSON
Following a Hole Through
Three Text Technologies
nothing’. Shakespeare’s words read
S ignifying
differently knowing that they might be sepa-

‘
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rated by paper and spit. The technique is described
by Joseph Moxon in Mechanick Exercises (1683),
the first English manual of printing: when setting
type, the compositor had to ensure that every
piece was tightly squeezed together, so that none
of it shifted in place when the impression was
made. If he finds a stray gap between a letter
and a word space, ‘sometimes he chews a small bit
of Paper, and with the Point of his Bodkin forces
that in on one side of the Space, and so fills up the
Vacancy between the Space and the Letter.’2
There’s something grotesque about this image of
the organic rubbing shoulders with the mechanic,
of the type wringing out the wad of paper in its
metal grip. Though they otherwise drew heavily
from Moxon, later authors thought it best to
omit this trick from their printing manuals
(maybe it was too much of a bodge to codify
further), and the omission makes it difficult to
learn more. Google yields only a comment on a
printing blog—an anecdote from a retired compositor about chewing on bus tickets—that at
least shows that the solution served even to the
last days of industrial letterpress. A similar scarcity of primary evidence is endemic to the use of
space in print: if a book historian is interested in
an act of inscription, the evidence is there on the
page, but as an act of unscription the evidence of a
text’s empty space is self-effacing. Self-effacing,
but not entirely self-erasing: this study is an
attempt to recuperate the how and why of a hole
in three text technologies.
While the study might bear some relevance to
holes in general, I’m really referring to this hole:
This said Xerxes, bi record of auctours
Had also in cronycles as I reede
Thre hundred thousand strau[n]ge soudiours
Withouten othre, that wern off Perce and Meede
Whiche gan the erthe for to cure and spreede
Dried ryueers
thei dide atteyne
Karff dou[n] hillis and made valeis pleyne
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(This Xerxes, according to the record of
authors in the chronicles I read, had three
hundred thousand foreign soldiers from Persia
and Media, who, in order to cover and spread
over the earth, dried rivers [???] they reached,
carved down hills and made valleys flat.)
This is a stanza from The Fall of Princes, as it
appears in a fifteenth-century manuscript. Written in the 1430s, John Lydgate’s poem is a long
narrative of the lives of princes, kings, and noble
men and the ignoble ends they met, contrasting
proud highs with grisly lows. Here, for instance,
we learn ‘how Xerxes King of Persia, for his
greed, was dismembered in small pieces’, but first
the author establishes the might of Xerxes’ army,
which reshaped the very land that it conquered.
Puncturing the fifth line, however, is a puzzling
gap that leaves this stanza’s meaning difficult to
parse: something—a word, or more?—is missing,
leaving a visible hole in the text.
Today, the puzzle is easily solved: we know
what Lydgate originally wrote in this space
thanks to around forty other manuscripts that
have survived.3 But for the scribe of this particular manuscript, the solution wasn’t so readily available; nor was it available for subsequent
copies of the text. This manuscript was used as
the text for a print edition in 1494, remediating
the poem in the newly imported technology—a
book that led to four more editions over the following 60 years. Via a microfilm that had been
made of the book in the mid-twentieth century,
the first print edition was digitized in the 1990s
for the widely used database Early English Books
Online, encoded first as a TIFF image and then
transcribed as the XML file used today. It’s this
chain of transmission—from manuscript, to print,
to electronic text—that informs the three sections of this essay, tracing the hole’s perseverance
through six centuries of technological change,
captured in text like a bubble trapped in amber.
In her recent book The Rhetoric of the Page,
Laurie Maguire has made an encyclopaedic study
of the roles of typographical space. Blanks such
as this one are hardly imperfections, she argues,
but invitations to readers to ‘respond imaginatively to what is absent’. Meaning is thereby
drawn from a blank through readerly interaction.4 The example that we find in Lydgate’s Fall
of Princes is what Maguire calls the ‘apophatic
page’—understanding is here gained via qualities that the page doesn’t have, rather than those
it does, and so holes become windows of semiotic opportunity. Whereas Maguire is primarily concerned with how a text may be understood
apophatically by a reader, in this essay I want to
point the spotlight behind the scenes, towards
those who produced the texts. Lydgate’s poem
was remediated not only by technology, but technology wielded by humans—the scribe, the compositor, and the keyer who exercised their own
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textual agency, putting the organic among the
mechanic. Of course, these copyists were readers too, but the apophasis that they practiced was
not the same as the readers imagined by Maguire:
for them, the mind was not the text’s final destination, but a vehicle to another medium—their reading is performed through technology. So, while
a space might look like nothing to a reader, to
a compositor it means a sliver of metal or a morsel of bus ticket: for copyists, ‘nothing’ must be
signified.

I. MANUSCRIPT

John Rylands English MS 2, fol. 71r.

T

HE narrator of The Fall of Princes often defers
authority back to his sources, identifying himself as a reader first and a writer second. Typically,
then, our stanza about Xerxes’ army is relayed as
second-hand knowledge, from ‘chronicles as I
read’, and only as good as the ‘record of authors’
on which it’s based. Though this readerly perspective informs the narrative style of The Fall of
Princes, it’s also a reflection of Lydgate’s actual
process, which was reliant on past versions of the
stories: the poem is a loose translation of a translation, an English rendition of a prose text by Laurent de Premierfait—itself a French version of
Giovanni Boccaccio’s De casibus virorum illustrium. A.S.G Edwards has doubted that Lydgate
even read Boccaccio’s original,5 but our poet nevertheless cites ‘Iohn Bochas’ frequently—an
anglicised form of Boccacio’s name. For most of
Lydgate’s readers then, this trope of deferred
authority becomes commonplace, but in this particular copy it’s defamiliarized by its sudden failure: in English MS 2 the record of authors proves
insufficient, and Xerxes’ biography is left incomplete, interrupted by space. Of course, this isn’t
Lydgate’s doing, but the scribe’s, who copied out
the poem’s text.
‘What is going on when scribes won’t write?’6
Daniel Wakelin answers the question in his study
of gaps like these. Embedded in an otherwise
spectacular piece of scribal craftsmanship, our
gap at first feels like a defect, a fly in the ointment
of lavish decorative borders, neat anglicana script,
and gold initials. But Wakelin has shown that
such gaps are not errors—in fact, they safeguard
against error. Three scenarios might prompt a
scribe to draw a blank when transmitting a text:

their exemplar was missing something; their exemplar was obviously wrong or rendered the text in
some ‘mangled form’; or the exemplar was correct but, for some reason, the scribe didn’t understand it. In each circumstance, the scribe may
leave a gap, hoping that the correct text can be
inserted later—a conscientious deferral of completion. Gaps thereby demonstrate that the scribe
was not only concerned with an accurately copied material text, but also with the integrity of the
text as an abstract idea: there was a correct way to
materialize a poem, and if that way was impossible, then nothing was better than something.
But no text doesn’t necessarily mean no information. Just as astronomers can detect a black
hole only by the behaviour of its surrounding matter, we can infer certain things about the missing
text. With 19mm between ‘ryueers’ and ‘thei’,
the gap is probably intended to accommodate a
single word in the same script as the rest of the
text—the text is written in anglicana, so the hole
is in anglicana too. The word is likely a single
syllable, as the rhyme royal stanzas of The Fall of
Princes uses iambic pentameter, with ten syllables
to each line. Certain parts of speech are ruled
out, grammatically incompatible with the text
that we do have. We therefore know a lot about
the missing word already—features that might be
anachronistically thought of as the word’s metadata, implied by the shape left in the text by its
absence. The scribe had this metadata too, but
their commitment to the ideational ‘correct’ text
was such that they didn’t exploit the metadata
to take an educated guess, filling the hole as they
copied. And reading the hole in this way—as a
token of textual fidelity—encourages us to re-appreciate every word the scribe did write: knowing
that they would not jeopardize a single word of
Lydgate’s, the remainder seem to be read, parsed,
and rewritten with diligence.
So, gaps expressed ‘a plausible aspiration to
perfect the book in stages.’7 While Xerxes’ gap
remains unfilled, evidence from another page
shows that the gradual improvement of a holey
text was not an unattainable dream: as Wakelin
elsewhere notes, the word ‘cowe’ [i.e. cow] has
been inserted on fol. 9v of English MS 2.8 The
difference in colour between this word and the
rest shows that it was a later addition in a different ink, and the similarity between the letterforms suggests that it was probably added by the
same scribe—inserted after they had worked out
what the missing word was. But for the Xerxes
stanza, the missing word remained elusive, and
so the invitation extended by the gap remains
open. It’s likely to stay that way. While the
aspiration to perfection may have been plausible
in the scribe’s own lifetime, a paradox now denies
it any fulfilment: the more time passes, the more
likely we are to know what the missing word is;
but the longer we wait, the stronger our impulse
to conserve the manuscript becomes. At some
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point in the last five hundred years, the manuscript became more valuable as an artefact than
as a text, and so to accept the gap’s invitation
would now amount to criminal damage. The
library’s reading room regulations are unequivocal: ‘Do not mark Special Collections items.’9 Do
not smuggle in a pen. Do not take rollerball to
vellum, and do not finally fulfil a fifteenth-century
aspiration. The gap remains, and perfection is
deferred—forever.

John Rylands English MS 2, fol. 9v.

HE gap is not the most interesting thing about
T English
MS 2. While the manuscript is itself a
copy, in 1951 Margery Morgan discovered that it
too had been used as a copy-text—not for another
manuscript, but for an edition of The Fall of
Princes printed by Richard Pynson in 1494.10
Besides their textual similarities, Morgan found
evidence for this relationship in the margins.
Annotations have been added to the manuscript at
points which correspond to the structure of the
printed book: from fol. 140r, roman numerals have
been written in brown ink where a page break
appears in print; less frequently, letters mark the
locations where each new signature of the printed
book began. Many of these signposts have been
erased, but their faint trace is often left behind.
They are the remnants of the ‘casting off’ process,
discussed by Alexandra Franklin in Inscription 1
(2020)—the stage at which the printer surveys
their material, estimating how many pages it will
take up, and thereby how much paper it will consume and how to allocate the labour of typesetting. If the casting off marks weren’t enough to
firmly establish the connection between manuscript and print, the top right corner of some of
English MS 2’s rectos bear a smudge roughly the
size and shape of a thumb. They are not brown—
the ink of the scribe—but black: it looks as if the
pages have been turned by someone who’s been
handling type.
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II. PRINT

John Lydgate, Here begynnethe the boke calledde Iohn bochas descriuinge the fall of princis princessis [and] other nobles (London: Richard Pynson, 1494), STC 3175, fol. l3v.11

ITH the demand for Latin works supplied
W from
the continent, England’s earliest printers chose to fill a niche in which the continental
printers had no interest: English literature. So it
was that in 1476 William Caxton selected Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales as the first book to be
printed in England. The choice was a canny one,
entering a market that had an established demand
for Chaucer’s poetry in manuscript, but whose
supply Caxton could now outstrip in print. But
getting hold of a reliable text was the printer’s first
challenge, and it seemed that often the choice was
made for them by expedience: eight years after
it was first printed, Caxton famously published
another edition of the Canterbury Tales when it
was pointed out to him that his first was based on
a copy that was riddled with errors. According to
his preface to this second edition, a customer
approached Caxton claiming that the first ‘was
not according in many places vnto the book that
Chaucer had made’. Instead, the customer ‘knewe
a book whyche hys fader had and moche louyd
that was very trewe and accordyng vnto hys owen
first book’12—that is, his father owned a manuscript that more accurately recorded the words of
Chaucer. We could speculate over whether this
was Caxton’s ploy to sell another edition by invalidating the first, but taken at face value his readiness to correct the text demonstrates the same concern for the text as an idea that the scribe of
English MS 2 expressed in their gaps. And not
only Caxton, but his readers too: in a copy of the
first edition held at Merton College Library, an
early reader has marked up and corrected several
of the edition’s errors, including moments when
something—often a whole line—was missing from
the text. At such moments, the annotator has carefully wrapped the syllables ‘va’ and ‘cat’ either
side of the textblock: ‘it’s empty’, or ‘it’s missing’,
in Latin.
Pynson’s edition of The Fall of Princes was produced in much the same context, and for much the
same market. It was a London merchant called
John Russhe who commissioned the edition, and
Morgan speculated that Russhe may have owned
the manuscript copy-text too, or at least sourced it,
enabling Pynson’s print.13 History has privileged

us with the survival of English MS 2: it’s rare to
find a manuscript that was so clearly a copy-text,
and a comparison of the texts grants us an insight
into the editorial policies of the earliest printers. The compositors seemed not to consider
orthography as an integral part of the text, for
instance, and so around 40% of the words in the
printed book are spelled differently to the manuscript’s. A lot of these instances show the text
being modernized: while the manuscript sometimes uses the pronoun ‘hem’, the compositor has
updated this to ‘them’ (e.g. Book 3, l. 4183), as was
normal at the end of the fifteenth century.14 Very
occasionally, the printed edition changes whole
words, and this too is usually indicative of an
impulse to modernize, like the change of ‘mekil’
to ‘moche’ (i.e. ‘much’) in line 1724 of Book 5.
But such moments of substantial textual change
are rare—only 0.6% of words differed in the sample taken, and this fidelity to the copy-text also
extends, ad absurdam, to the scribe’s gap.
What is going on when printers won’t print?
Thanks to the survival of the manuscript, it’s clear
which of Wakelin’s three explanations for scribal
gaps is best adapted for this printed book. This is
not a misunderstanding of the text, nor is the text
in a ‘mangled form’: the compositor is replicating
a gap in the source. That the gap is carried over
shows that Pynson had access to only one manuscript for his prospective book—no backups were
available to confirm the missing word. Does it
also show that the compositor, like the scribe and
Caxton before them, was committed to an ideational text? They have, after all, turned down the
opportunity to patch up the text with a guess educated by metadata. But the compositor’s replication of the hole might have instead been driven
by a commitment to the material text that they
had before them rather than an ideational text:
as Moxon later characterized it, it was the compositor’s imperative to ‘follow his Copy, viz. to
observe and do just so much and no more than
his Copy will bear him out for’15—even if, as in
this case, that copy was incomplete. While the
intent of the compositor is ultimately unknowable, the consequences are the same: the gap was
reproduced, sustaining the potential that was first
introduced by the scribe, deferring the perfect text
into the next century.
And the gap was not only reproduced, but
propagated: from our unique manuscript sprung
600 copies of The Fall of Princes, as recorded during a legal dispute Pynson later brought against
Rushe.16 While print therefore multiplied the
hole, it also multiplied the opportunities for the
text to be perfected. Early printed books were
often designed to be supplemented by script, so
it’s unlikely that Pynson’s customers would have
been fazed by the missing text. When a printer
didn’t own a Greek font, for instance, Greek text
was later filled in by hand. Often, it was the
responsibility of the buyer to fill the hole: squares
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of space appear at the start of texts, awaiting
hand-drawn decorative initials; printers of legal
forms left room for specific names and dates.17 So
it’s curious that more often than not, these holes
still stand empty. As far as I know, this is true
of Pynson’s Fall of Princes too: despite the multiplied opportunities for the text to encounter a corrective reader (as Merton’s Canterbury Tales did),
none of the copies I’ve seen—in the Library of
Congress, in the Bodleian, British, and Beinecke
libraries—have had their gap filled (and if anyone reading this has access to other copies, I’d be
interested to know).
This conspicuous absence of fulfilment begs the
question: did Pynson really expect his customers
to complete the text? If not, something else is going
on here. Could the gap have been more than just
expedient—perhaps even desirable? Incunabulists have contested whether early printed books
imitated manuscripts. Yes, printers copied the
texts of manuscripts, but whether they tried to
make their books look like them has been much
debated. The traditional take had been that the
printed book ‘originat[ed] as a slavish imitation of
the manuscript book’18—even bordering on accusations of deception or counterfeit19—but it’s now
de rigueur to contest these accusations. Margaret M. Smith, for instance, is ‘cautious’ of ascribing imitation, and Lotte Hellinga has said that the
pronouncement is one that ‘incunabulists usually feel compelled to contradict’.20 Under normal circumstances, I would agree, and certainly
‘slavish’ and ‘imitative’ are too extreme: printers
produced books, so of course they reproduced the
forms of books—what else was there? But I wonder whether, in the case of the hole, we are in fact
seeing a conscious imitation of scribal practice on
a local level—a design feature that made the book
look more manuscripty. This could confer on the
technology of print a sense of the unyielding commitment to an ideal text first demonstrated by the
scribe, through a sort of typographic performance
of diligence. I wonder this because the compositor’s way of creating a hole is not as mechanically
passive as the scribe’s. Whereas the scribe has
written nothing, there’s no such thing as nothing
in typography: textual absence must first be constructed as a material presence in the combinations of metal and wood and sometimes paper and
spit that separated the pieces of type.
There’s that disputed factoid, ‘Inuit languages
have fifty words for snow’—the folk-logic behind
it being that if your environment is dominated
by something, your perception and knowledge
of it becomes fine-grained, even if that thing is,
to outsiders’ eyes, nondescript. Typographers
have at least 25 words for space. By the twentieth century, compositors used em quads, muttons, nuts, thick, mid, thin, and hair spaces, each
a different width and designed for a different purpose.21 Given this array, the space between words
required more of their attention than the words
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themselves—an inversion of the priorities of the
scribe. If a compositor sees an uppercase G in
the copy-text, for instance, there is only one box in
their typecase they can reach for; if, however, they
see a space, suddenly a choice between myriad
options must be made. In other words, typography requires that space must always be interpreted and translated—space as a text in itself.
But how many words for space did Pynson’s
compositor have? We don’t really know much
about the lay of the case in Pynson’s time, only
speculation based on later evidence. The 2D
impressions of different letters can tell us the
range of 3D type sorts the printer had, but clearly
the same isn’t true for inkless spaces, and the
materials of early typographic space remain elusive. There are, however, rare moments in
print when space does become visible, via raised
spaces—a phenomenon usually regarded as a
fault. The microscopic movements of type
against type sometimes cause spaces to ‘work up’
high enough to touch the paper; if the raised space
wasn’t noticed, it received ink and left an impression. For typographical historians, raised spaces
are vital evidence for reconstructing the mechanics of the third dimension that lurks behind each
printed page. Nicolas Barker’s work on raised
spaces has, for instance, shown that Aldus Manutius’s innovative Greek fonts had separate pieces
of type for accents.22 Peter Burnhill likewise uses
raised spaces to demonstrate that Manutius’s
types were designed to a grid system whose base
unit was a twelfth of the type’s body height.23 Such
techniques can be transferred to less famous printers like Pynson: though they’re generally uncommon, in a book as long as The Fall of Princes,
raised spaces are inevitable. Most barely make
their presence known as a tiny interlinear speck,
the inked metal just clipping the paper:
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Some spaces rise next to a gap, implying that
two spaces have been used at once.

But some are so bold they vie for attention with
the letters around them.

In this book, spaces before the word ‘cast’ are
also prone to rising—perhaps Pynson’s ‘st’ ligatures were imperfectly square, allowing the
preceding pieces to work themselves loose.
Some rise together, showing that two spaces
have been used at once.

Abutting the wooden blocks that create the
margins of a page, spaces at the ends of lines are
especially prone to rising because of the wood’s
softer grip.

Some of Pynson’s raised spaces even seem to
play with the text itself.
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Though Pynson’s typeface imitates the fluidity
of penned letterforms, the orthogonal bar of a
raised space reminds us that this is an illusion:
this text is actually governed by a rectilinear grid
of discrete units. By analysing these ghostly
impressions, we can begin to backwards engineer these units, and get a sense of Pynson’s spatial vocabulary. We can see, for instance, that
almost all of the spaces rising between words are
the same width—around 0.65 mm when accounting for distortion introduced by the impression. Unlike Manutius’ system, the number
seems to have no relation to the body height of
the font; instead, it’s the exact same width as the
typeface’s minims—its thick vertical strokes—
and the gaps between them in each letter (their
counters). The spaces are therefore designed to
continue the regular textural rhythm of the typeface—black, white, black, white, something, nothing—even across words. We can also see that
where gaps between words differ in width, this is
often the result of combining spaces rather than
different sized pieces, but other pieces were certainly available: a raised space appears in the margins that is six times the width of the word space,
for instance, resembling a modern quad. Knowing this, we can start guessing how our gap in the
Xerxes stanza was created: nineteen word spaces
would fit perfectly into this 12.35 mm space, but
that’s probably too inefficient. Three quads and
a word space is more like it. Maybe Pynson had
some spaces as wide as the font was tall, as was
typical later on, two of which could be used with
four word spaces (or with one quad and a word
space) to reach this exact width. In this array
of possible combinations, we see that the hole
required from the compositor an act of interpretation: the translation of space into matter. Space
thereby becomes a sort of text, but unlike the text
of the poem this one was written by the compositor themselves.

III. XML

C:\Users\James\Desktop\EEBO-TCP\P4_XML_
TCP\A1\A16251.P4.xml

when texts are transmitted, they are, inevBUT
itably, transformed. Randall Macleod uses his
playful coinage ‘transformission’ to refer to this
principle. It is, he admits, a broad term: ‘since we
don’t have texts that aren’t transmitted, trans-
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formission should cover most everything’.24 The
final incarnation of our hole makes it broader still,
showing that a text need not even be visible for
transformission to occur. The image above shows
the stanza in one of its modern guises, keyed by
hand and encoded in XML. Ignore what’s going
on in line 15,512 for now, as our hole should have
appeared in 15,511. Instead, we find the same text
with the hole closed up, but a phrase that nonetheless makes perfect grammatical sense, ‘Dried
ryuers they dyd atteyne’. The hole written by the
compositor now takes the form of the single Unicode character called ‘SPACE’—the same character that separates every other word of the text.
This XML file was produced as part of the Early
English Books Online Text Creation Partnership
(EEBO-TCP)—a monumental project that seeks
to turn English books printed between 1473 and
1700 into searchable electronic texts. While the
project is managed and edited at the universities of Oxford and Michigan, EEBO-TCP contracted data conversion firms like Apex CoVantage and SPi to transcribe the bulk of the texts in
their offices in India and the Philippines. But
the job wasn’t simply to transcribe, but also to
describe: each of the files contains markup that
tags textual elements, assigning metadata that
conveys the structure of the book. In our example, each line of the stanza appears between <L>
tags, and these lines grouped as a stanza between
<LG> tags. Two prior stages of transmission
occurred to reach this electronic text: the keyers
were working from digital images of the books
that make up the Early English Books Online
database (EEBO). Those images are themselves scans of microfilms which were produced
by UMI throughout the twentieth century. The
extent of the microfilming means that EEBO can
now boast of ‘over 146,000 titles’,25 and in the
last twenty years EEBO-TCP have produced
60,326 files from these images, marked up in the
same way we see here. While most users access
the texts via EEBO’s website, where they accompany the scans, these versions make limited use of
the XML, suppressing many features for the sake
of a user-friendly interface. Since August 2020,
however, users have been able to freely access the
whole corpus of raw XML.26
EEBO-TCP’s off-shoring of keying and tagging ensured that many of the foremost experts
on early modern English typography were not
in American or British universities, but in India
and the Philippines. Besides the routine interpretation of a range of blackletter, roman, and
italic types, the keyers were also parsing EEBO’s
arcana—its obsolete abbreviations, unique errors,
and long-lost letterforms. What’s more, their
work was governed by a textual fidelity comparable to that of the scribe and the compositor,
even quantifiably so: EEBO-TCP’s quality control demanded a 99.995% accuracy for files to be
accepted. But blanks like ours were a problem

for the project, whose heuristic was governed by
what was there rather than what wasn’t. The
issue was addressed in 2004, in an email between
EEBO-TCP’s editors with the subject ‘Capture
of whitespace’, now published on EEBO-TCP’s
website: ‘Clearly, some interpretation is necessary
to decide that these blank spaces are *intentionally* left blank [by the printer]. For that reason,
we have always been a little reluctant to ask conversion firms to capture this information.’27 Certainly in many early modern books, poorly executed justification could open up yawning spans
of paper between each word, each with the same
intent as a single press of a space bar. Sorting
these from blanks that invite inscription takes
a degree of engagement that simply isn’t possible when the task is to transcribe 9.54 gigabytes
of text. Nor did the keyer have the context provided by this book’s chain of transmission, or by
Wakelin’s article, and as the line is grammatically
correct without any addition, it looks to be complete. And so our gap—full of latent potential in
its printed and scribal forms—became inert. Use
it or lose it.
There is a gap described in this XML, it’s just
not our one. When the keyer was unable to make
a perfect transcription, EEBO-TCP’s schema
allowed them to elide parts of the text, substituting it with illegibility markers. In EEBOTCP’s current form, these have been converted to
<gap> tags—the modern equivalent of the scribal
gaps or the ‘vacat’ tags in Merton’s Canterbury
Tales. We see two of these in line 15,512, standing in for two letters—what we know from the
printed book to be the K and r of ‘Karf’. Like
the scribe’s, this gap isn’t merely an absence, but
brings with it certain metadata, embedded in the
tag’s ‘attributes’ shown here in light blue and
red. DESC gives a description of the kind of gap
this is: here it’s because the letters were illegible—
the most common kind. RESP records who
was responsible for identifying the gap (‘pdcc’
is the former name of the keyer’s employers, SPi
Global). How much text has been omitted is
recorded by the ‘EXTENT’ attribute—just ‘1
letter’ for both of these—and the ‘DISP’ attribute determines how the gap is displayed when the
XML is rendered on EEBO’s website: a heavy
bullet point (or, perhaps, a black hole).

ProQuest, Early English Books Online, <proquest.com/eebo/
docview/2248590502/99842279/C2C64D25D145463CPQ/1?accountid=13042>, image 70.

What is going on when keyers won’t key? Looking at the EEBO image the keyer received, we can
appreciate why the letters have been marked as
illegible—a clear case of ‘mangled form’, white
pixels bleaching out the type’s detail on the lefthand side of the stanza. This is the pay-off for
EEBO’s awesome coverage. Its images are bitonal
scans of sometimes decades-old microfilm taken of
often shabby books; it’s no surprise that quality
is often low, and detail often lost. It’s hard to say
where in the chain of transmission this illegibility was introduced. Perhaps it’s because of underinked type, or an overexposed microfilm or scan.
Maybe all three—a gradual fading of detail ultimately compounded by pixels that must be either
black or white, something or nothing. For some
such <gap>s, it was possible for EEBO-TCP to
identify the cause of this illegibility; editors were
then able to introduce a fifth metadatum to the
tag, REASON. Generating a list of these reasons pulls up a spectrum of material contingency:
‘over-inked’, ‘blotted’, ‘page cropped’, ‘in gutter’, ‘crossed out’, ‘ambiguous glyph’, ‘smudged’,
‘faded’, ‘out of focus’—each one a reminder that
if a text is to be transmitted, it is necessarily made
fragile, only as resilient as the material of the
medium itself.
In this, our third and final technology, we find
evidence for the old truism that perfect is the
enemy of good; the opportunity to perfect the text
was never taken, allowing the gap to be closed,
causing further deviation from the text that our
scribe had in mind. So while such gaps might be
intended as a conscientious deferral of perfection,
they likewise introduce the possibility of straying
ever further. But when one door closes, another
one opens: in the process of transcription, EEBOTCP has introduced a new gap—a new opportunity. Let’s take it. A project called EarlyPrint,
based at the Northwestern University and Washington University in St. Louis, is undertaking the
mammoth task of augmenting and improving the
files created by EEBO-TCP.28 EarlyPrint’s efforts
have standardized these texts, and added linguistic metadata to every word, making the corpus
suitable for large-scale linguistic analysis. Their
website allows users like me to fill in the <gap>
tags first caused by EEBO’s noisy images: a collaborative, large-scale version of the amelioration
that our scribe and printer imagined in their versions of the text.29 So, I create an account and log
in to EarlyPrint’s library. Navigating to The Fall
of Princes, I find our two new gaps, ‘•a•f’, and
carefully enter ‘Karf’ into the interface’s ‘correction’ box, submitting it for EarlyPrint’s editors to
review.
EarlyPrint is the last stop in this text’s journey
through time and technologies—for now. The
mechanics behind our gap have differed wildly
in each of its incarnations. From a pen jumping
farther than usual between words, to a sequence
of blank metal, to the keystrokes of ‘SPACE’

or <gap> that encode a text as data, the rendition of nothing always requires something material. Though Xerxes’ stanza has demonstrated
that ‘nothing’ must be signified, it also shows
that ‘nothing’ itself can signify: despite their
distinct crafts, and despite their estrangement
across time, our gaps speak to a common purpose
among copyists, exemplified in EarlyPrint’s mission. Though the fragile realities of the material
text and the ineluctability of transformission jeopardize it, gaps signify the copyist’s optimism that
perfection might just be within reach.
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