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Note on the Text 

T he idea for this book cook shape in 1998 to 2000 h f . . • , w en m.ost o 
It was wntt_en. The five chapters comprising Parts f and II were 
drafted earlier, however. Three of those were written between 

1993_ and I ~95. a~ _a related series of critical reflections on The Rossetti 
Arc/111,e and its 1111t1al theoretical goals. The two very d·,r I 
tit! I ''Tl J" 1nerent C 1apters 

e~ ,_e A ice Fallacy" and "Deformance and Interpretation" were writ-
t~n 111 1993_ and_ 1996 (respectively). Framing the other three conceptuaJ.ly 
as w~II as historically, they define the incerpretational issues that had been 
ninnmg_ th rough the work we undertook with 11,e Rosseui Archive. The full 
claboranon ~f this bo?k's arguments only emerged very late, however, 
when those _1merpretat1011al topics and problems had been rehearsed and 
pu'.·sucd. Tills happ~ned in 1998 to 2000 when the rest of the book was 
written. At that po111t-the spring of 2000 wlie "Tl I I G . . , n 1e van 1oe ame" 
was conceived 111 conversations with Johanna Drucker and Joi 
u_nsworrh-1 saw how important "The Alice Fallacy" had been for ti~: 
d~velopment of the 3 :~mencs being made in this book. I then revised and 
n;;cast the chapters ongrnally written from 1993 to 1095 

3 
d I . I 

• d · " . . · 7 , , 11 w1 ote t 1e 
mtro_ uction, Begu'.n~ng Again," as well as the series of critical reflections 
that mtroducc the different parts of cl b k f J d · · 
" ' 1e • oo • p aye several 1terat1ons of 

The Ivanhoe Game" with Johanna Drucker and some graduate and 
undergraduate students (May to November ?000) and fi · I d I t k ,_ . . - , 1111s 1e t ,e )OO oy 
w~iting u~, se~e_ral _accoun~ of those events, including the last chapter of 
tl11S book. Deg11111111g Agam and Again." 

Introduction 

Beginning Again: Humanities and 
Digital Culture, 1993-2000 

we're like the 1111111 wlto climbed 011 a chair and declared 
he was a little closer to the moon. 

-I-Jubert Dreyfus, What Computers Can't Do 

H umanities computing is beginning again. It passed through one 
coherent period of historical development and, more recently, 
through an exploratory interlude of considerable importance. 

This book examines that interlude, the years 1993 to 2000, from the per
~pective of a project I undertook at exactly the same moment (fortuitously 
;1s it happened): The Complete Writi11gs and Pictures of Dawe Gabriel Rossetti. 
A Hypermedia Research Archive ("The Rossetti Archive"). 1 Working on the 
archive during those years, I began to see more clearly the kinds of change 
that are coming to literary and humanistic studies. These changes will bring 
to the center of scholarly procedures theoretical models that have been 
perceived until now as odd, idiosyncratic, nonnormal. 

Before 1993 the computerized future of our humanistic inheritance 
was apparent to a relatively small group of librarians and archival scholars 
and to very few other people in literary and cultural studies. I am speak
ing here not of loose and speculative cybernetic conceptions and imagin
ings, which have been widespread for some 15 years or so, but of practical 
and concrete understandings of the momentous changes that lay in store 
for our libraries and other archival depositories. Now, however, in 2000, 
the community of humanities scholars at large has also begun co see that 
future with greater clarity and to feel the pressure of its demands. In 1993 
when projects like The Rossetti Arc/1ii1e sought funding for their work, the 
applications failed. Then the scholarly community was not prepared to 
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judge either the need or the adequacy of such projects. The situation in 
2000 is diflerent, for many educators now understand that our inherited 
archive of materials in libraries and museums will have to be re-edited 
with information technology (IT) tools. We see as well the kind of mas
sive reorganization that will have to be carried out in these depositories in 
order to store, connect, and conveniently access their holdings. All this 
work is already well underway. 

But also now in 2000 some are being pushed further by the inertia of the 
new tools being placed at our disposal. Ideas about textuality that were once 
taken as speculative or even imaginary now appear to be the only ones that 
h;ive any practical relation to the digital environments we occupy every day. 
So that now all of aesthetic, literary, and humane studies appear brinked for 
major changes in the ways they will be studied, analyzed, and interpreted. 2 

This book tel.ls a story of how we got to where we are now. The story 
describes how certain theoretical views of textuality once considered weird, 
impractical, and unserious discovered their moment of realization in the dig
ital world of the late twentieth cenniry. I first taught the works of Lautrea
mont,Jarry, and Roussel at the University of Chicago in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s in courses I then cal.led "The Literanire of Excess." Authors of 
their kind treated documents as scenes of precise imaginative possibilities. 
None approached their work in the spirit of a romantic hermeneutics: that 
is to say, under a horizon where multiple mean.inh'S are generated by readers 
working in and through texts imagined on an analogy with the Bible. Those 
kinds of text appear to us as massively authoritative and deeply mysterious, 
requi1·ing devotional sn1dy to uncover their secret meanings. R.eco1mecting 
with certain performative and rhetorical traditions, however, writers like 
Jarry laid a groundwork for post-romantic procedural wr.iting. They began 
to make clear once again the constructed character of cextuality-the fact 
that texts and documents are fields open to decisive and rule-governed 
manipulations. In chis view of the matter, texts and documents are not pri
marily understood as containers or even vehicles of meaning. Rather, they 
are sets of instantiated rules and algorithms for generating and controll.ing 
themselves and for coustructing further sets of transm:issional possibilities.3 

How I came to write that previous paragraph constitutes the story being 
told in th.is book. 

Poi11ts of Depart11re 

In the fa]J of 1993 we began work on T11e RJ.1sset1i Archive and in July 2000 
saw the public release of it~ first research installment: an onJ.ine hyperme-
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di:, construction of some 10,000 image and text files organ.ized for use 
(.ind experiment) by students and scholars with many discipli'.1ary interests. 
(When che archive is completed it will contain more than tW1ce tha~ mun
her of files.) During those in.itial seven years the arcbjve-along with the 
whole field of humanities computing-was swept in directions no one fore

,.iw in 1992. 
The project was consciously begun as a pragmatically-based theoretical 

undertaking-in fact, an experiment in Ian Hacking's sense4-to ~~plore 
the nature of textualicy: in particular, book and paper-based textuahues, as 
welJ as the editorial methods for marking and interpreting these kinds of 
texts. The archive was built under the auspices of the University of Vir
ginia's Institute for Advanced Technology i.n the Humanities (IATH), 
which was founded the same year as The Rossetti Archi11e was begun. The 
humanities computing work sponsored by IATH-a large array of research 
projects in texts, media, images, and in.formatjon-can now be seen _to 
mark rhe end of a first and distinct phase 111 the h.1story of humanmes 
computing. Our experience in building The Rossetti Archive is an epitome 
of what happened at IATH between 1993 and ~ 999, when humarunes 
computing began to move in very new directions." _ _ 

A brief historical note here will be helpful. The use of IT IJJ human.1-
cies disciplines began in the late 1940s with Father Rober~o Bu~a SJ, whose 
work on the corpus of St. Thomas Aquinas set the terms rn which human
ities computing would operate successfully for more than 40 years.6 Two 
lines of work dominate the period: first, the creation of databases of 
humanities materials-almost exclusively textual materials-for various 
types of automated retrieval, search, and analysis; second, the design and 
consu-uctio11 of statistical models for studying language formal1t1es of 
many kinds, ranging from social and historical linguistics to the study of 

literary forms. 
Viewed from the perspective of a human.ities scholar's interests, this 

work has had its greatest impact on the library, which began its extraordi
nary digital reconstitution during this period. 7 Because the library locates 
the center, if not the very sou.1, of arts and human.ities studies, tl11S trans
formation carries enormous consequences for humanities students and 
educators. Hand catalogues have virn1ally disappeared and Libraries every
where are offering larger, more varied, and more integrated bodies of elec-

tronica.lly organized and connected materia.ls. _ _ 
While everyone is directly affected by these changes 111 the library at the 

general access level, and to an increasing degree in the area o~ reference 
works of different kinds, few people, including very few humamt1es schol-



• 

4 Radiant Textua/ity 

ars, have been touched by more specialized work with stylometrics, cladjs
tics, and tools for automated collation and author-attribution. This situa
tion is especially clear in the United States, where New Criticism and its 
theoretical aftermath exiled nearly all kinds of statistical, editorial, and tex
tual work co the periphery of humanities studies. Because humanities 
computing in its first phase was so closely linked to computational linguis
tics, on one hand, and to textual/editorial studies, on the other, the central 
lines of work in literary and cultural studies between 1950 and l 99O 
remained virtually untouched by developments in humanjties computing. 
To the degree that IT attracted the attention of humanities scholars, the 
interest was largely theoretical, engag.ing the subjects of media and culture 
in either speculative and relatively abstract ways or journalistic treatments. 

That situation has kept most humanities scholars in a state of invinci
ble ignorance of one of the most remarkable achievements of this early 
phase of humanities computing: the design and development of systems 
for the structural description (or "marking") of textual materials. The par
ent of these developments is SGML (Standard Generalized Markup Lan
guage), which is a rigorously articulated logic for marking the structural 
parts and relations of textual documents (or bodies of material fashioned 
on a model of textual documents}. So far as the hu.manities are concerned, 
the signal event was the development of TE£ (Text Encodjng lrutiative). 
TEI is a specialized markup derivative of SGML, one designed to facilitate 
computer implementations of traditional humanities texts (literature, his
tory, philosophy). By 1993, when IATH was founded, TEI was establish
ing itself as a professional standard for text encoding of humanities 
materials. 8 

These dates and events are important because of what happened in the 
larger world of IT between 1993 and 1994: the definitive appearance 
of the W3. 9 It is important to remember-not an easy thing to do at th.is 
distance--that the com.ing of W3 seemed to most scholars involved in 
humanities computing at that time as a trivial event so far as they were con
cerned. A hypermedia environment established on a globaJ scale, W3 ought 
to have fed immediately into a number of .long-standing theoretical inter
ests in decentered and reader-oriented textualities. The scholarly meetings 
and journaJs devoted to humanities computing show with unmistakable 
clarity, however, that few people in those communities registered the 
importance of W3. Disinterest was perhaps to be expected from computa
tional scholars, but even the hypertext community barely noticed this truly 
epochal event before 1995. 10 Hypertext was a playground clearly founded 
by the enthusiastic descendanrs of those earlier twentieth-century move-
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111c11ts called New Bibliography and New Criticism. While tl1ose children 
pl,1yed around in their hypertexcual fields, "serious" humanities computing 
1c111ained located in librny and archival technology, on computational 
.111alyses of various kinds. and on the closely related fields of textual edit-
1111,: and textual markup. And meanwhile W3 arrived on irs own. 

The period from 1993 to 1999 gains its peculiar shape and significance 
l.1rgely because of the crisis W3 brought to humanities computing. Criti
r .rl discussion of hypertext and hypermedia explodes throughout cultural 
.,ml literary studies, with interest now fueled in practical ways by various 
pc-rsons, including scholars like Jay Bolter and George Landow, who 
l.1unched online hypermedia constructions of many kinds. Before W3, 
,rnyonc interested in building computerized humanities tools or environ-
1111.:nts would have had to learn at least elementary programming. W3 
ended that situation by making HTML (Hypertext Markup Language) the 
language of W3 documents. Developed by Tim Berners-Lee, HTML was 
a brilliantly simplified subset of SGML, whose basic rules conld be mas
tered in a few hours. As a consequence, W3 quickly burgeoned, with peo
ple throughout the world putting up terabytes of web pages and 
documents of all kinds. Into that expanding universe of textuality moved 
~ small army of literary scudenrs and scholars to create an array of sites 
designed for various scholarly and pedagogical audiences. 

Nearly a.II of these materials were viewed with varying degrees of skep
ticism or scorn by "the humanities computing commuruty." And with good 
enough reason since that community had been trying for decades to 
develop rigorous analytic tools within a traditional milieu of work con
trolled by careful standards and peer review. These new materials, by 
contrast, usually appeared from nowhere, the brainchildren of some spon
taneous overflow of powerful feeling in a particular person here or there, 
even a particular scholar. Idiosyncrasy ru.led the World Wild West, includ
ing its humanities subset. W3 encouraged people to make and send forth 
digital things on their own initiative and in tl,eir own ways. 

The upside of these events was the conting of a large and diverse pop
ulation of new people into digital fields previously occupied by small and 
tightly connected groups. More significantly, they came to build things 
with digital tools rather than simply to reflect abstractly on the new tech
nologies. This general situation was replicated in humanities disciplines at 
large. In addition, because W3 was from the beginning of its public life 
strongly visual rather tl1an textual in character, humanist scholars and stu
dents brought a multidisciplinary and multimedia set of interests to the 

sites tl1ey were building and visiting. 
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H11.ma11ities Comp11ti11g at the U11i11ersity of Virgfoia: 1992-1993 

Insofar as human.ities computing existed at the University of Virginia in 
1993, it was located at the periphery-in an initiative taken by bbrarians at 
the Alderman Library to found an Electronic Text Center. Because few 
faculty were involved in this initiative, and none directly, it began as a spec
ulative institutional venture-a kind of bet made by the library that the 
center would attract interest and use by the faculty. This center, which 
flourishes today, was to be an instrument for creating and disseminating 
electronic texts of various kiHds and in 111any disciplines for the use of stu
dents and scholars in class and in research work. The center began its work 
at a nlinimal level, all but invisibly to the campus at large, in 1992. It is now 
the largest disseminator of online humanities texts in the world. 

Later that same year 113M approached UVA's computer science (CS) 
department with an offer of $1 million in equipment for educational use 
over a three-year period. Two CS faculty members, Alan Batson and Bill 
Wulf, contacted two humanities professors, Ed Ayers and myself, to see if 
IBM's offer might be useful to people in the ans and sciences division of 
the university. A small committee was formed of these four people plus 
Kendon Stubbs (the Associate Librarian and chief architect of the library's 
Electronic Text, or E-Text, Center) and two other CS people. Out of that 
committee was formed what would become the Institute for Advanced 
Technology in the Humanities (IATH). 

Because IATH came into being fortuitously, its shape and focus evolved 
through a randomized state of affairs. To see this let me reset the scene at 
UVA in late 1992: 

(1) The library's E-Text Center was begun as an independent initiative. 

(2) The grant from IUM had not been sought by the library or by anyone 
in humanities. 

(3) Ed Ayers and myself were only casually acquainted and neither of us 

knew, before the establishment of the committee that created IATH, that 

we each had some interests in humanities computing. 

(4) The CS faculty who initiated rhe committee did not have in mind any 

clear plan for what to do with the ll3M ofter, nor did they have any close 

(let alone working) relations with Ed Ayers or myself. When I joined the 

committee I knew no one on it orher than Ed Ayers. 

(5) Kcndon Stubbs joined the committee only after it was initially formed, 

and at my suggestion (because I had learned from him about the recent 

founding of the E-Texr Center). 
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I µive that list to emphasize the relatively atomjzed state of affairs when the 
, llll11llittee was formed. That loose situation would prove an asset, for it 
t·11surcd that the committee didn't begin its work in the context of a 
1 nherent institutional history or a strong set of prevenient ideas about 
lit1111anities computing. 

The Idea of LATH 

rhe question to be answered by the committee was this: "What should be 
done with IBM's offer?" Ed Ayers and myself were invited to join the co111-
111ittee because the CS faculty, to whom IBM had made the offer, thought 
tlte equipment might be put to best use in the arts and sciences division 
rather than in the engineering school. As a result of this re1narkable act of 
intramural coUegiality (and imagination), this CS-run committee was 
charging itself only in relation to humanities educational needs. The object 
was to use the IBM offer to initiate a major change in humanities educa
tion at UVA. 

The overwhelming initial answer to the central question was tint the 
equipment should be made available as soon as possib.le co all arts and sci
C1Jces departments for as long as possible. One person, Alan Batson, held 
out against that position. He argued that to move in this way would be 
to replicate a known history of 30 years of failure. A genuine engage
ment between humanities education and computer technology would 
not get beyond word processing if this model were adopted, Batson 
argued:"Throwing IT resources at people who have no special interest in 
them or desire to exploit them doesn't work. We know this because 
whenever we've done it during the past 30 years the results have been 
minimal at best." (Those are not exactly his words, but as Thucydides said 
of his History's reported conversations, l 'm giving the substance of what 
he said.) 

Batson's model was different: to seek out projects with demonstrable 
intellectual importance for humanities scholarship and to fund those pro
jects as completely as possible with the technical resources the projects 
need. His rationale: "Educational change at the level of the university is 
driven by the active research work of the faculty. Changes in pedagogy and 
classroom dynamics follow from research." 

After an intense meeting in which Batson held his position against the 
rest of the committee, his view prevailed. Further meetings refined and 
modified Batson's general model. The idea of IATH thus became formu
lated in the following set of charges: 
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(1) Each year offer fellowships ro UVA faculty who submit humanities 

research proposals to IATH. These should not be proposals for IT reach

ing initiatives but for scholarly r<!search projects that use IT rools. Suc

cessful applicants become fellows of IATH fo.r one year. They are given 

a one-year release from teaching plus complete technical support for 

their projects. 

(2) Try to ensure a diverse, interdisciplinary set of research fellows (rather 

than a set of closely related projects). 

(3) Require that the department of the successful fellowship appljcants con

tribute materially co the felJow's work-specifically, by supplying the fel

low with one or two graduate students to work on the research project 
and helping, if possible, with securing release time from reaching. 

Two important ideas organize this plan for IATH. First of all, the plan 
assumes Batson's view that the educational work of a university is driven 
by its research activities. This idea does not imply that pedagogy is a sec
ondary or less important university function-quite the contrary. But in a 
university environment students have to expect that their courses and class
rooms will be organized in terms of the most up-to-date and adventurous 
scholarly work-work generated from research agendas that establish the 
standards and touchstones for a field. In the ideal university setting, a 
dynamic relation operates between the scholars' research work and the 
classrooms where it is tested, explored, and modified. 

Thus one of our key expectations in founding JATH was that its 
research projects would become gravity centers drawing the attention of 
other faculty and the interest and work of students. The graduate assistants 
of the research fellows, it was believed, would themselves become gravity 
centers affecting other graduate students and undergraduates. [n this way 
IT resources would begin to be exploited in all of the university's educa
tional activities, in the instructional and in the research work of faculty and 
students alike. 

Second, the plan for IATH assumed that IT tools would only be taken 
up by humanities faculty who had an active interest in using these tools in 
their primary areas of scholarly work. Simply giving equipment to faculty 
and offering technical support would have a minimal eftect, as the dismal 
history of such efforts in the past has demonstrated. A steep learning curve 
defines the shape of one's involvement with these tools. Learning to use 
them is in one respect not unlike learning a new language. You may gain 
a certain minimal competence fairly quickly, but if your goal is more ambi-
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11ous-in this case, to exploit these tools for advanced research work-a 
dl'ep and long-term invesm1ent is required. 

The problem with developing serious work in humanities computing is 
complicated by two additional factors. IT tools are in such a volatile stage 
of development that to use them well one has to remain vigilant about the 
nirrent state of a wide range of technical resources. This takes time, real 
effort, and, perhaps most of all, a collective environment. Given the insti
tutional structure of higher education, indexed by the tenure system and 
its measures of scholarly work, scholars-even tenured scholars-may rea
sonably conclude that their interests are not served by these tools. It is a fact 
that right now one can function most efficiently as a university scholar and 
teacher by working within the paper-based system we inherit. (This 
moment, this "now," is quickly passing away.) 

In face of such a situation, IATH was founded as a resource for people 
who had already made a commitment to humanities computing, a com
mitment defined practically by an actual project with demonstrable schol
arly importance. There were to be no outright gifts in the arrangement. 
Everyone involved in a fellow's appointment to IATH would have to make 
some material commitment to the work. 

The hope, the goal, of rhis plan was a transformation of humanities 
education at VVA. It didn't take five years before we knew that we had 
succeeded far beyond what we had expected or even, speaking for myself, 
what we had imagined as possible. In five years the cwo initial research pro
jeccs prolifen1ted into more than two dozen. These included projects begun 
by graduate students as well as regular faculty and library staff. Faculty from 
more and more university departments became IATH fellows and enriched 
the institute's work: projeccs in music, art history, linguistics, architecture, 
urban planning, religion, archaeology, and so forth. Important work being 
done by scholars outside UVA gravitated to IATH because of its resources 
and lively intellectual scene. 

The hope that the institute's research orientation would catalyze 
important pedagogical initiatives was also realized. After a few years 
IATH moved to support certain teaching-oriented initiatives that were 
driven by serious research agendas. In addition, the institute worked hard 
to help its fellows exploit the classroom potential of its research pro
jects-a potential that extended well beyond the university to include K-
12 education as well. As a consequence of all this activity, in 1995 the 
university established its Teaching Technology Initiative (TT!), a program 
organized to provide IT resources and technical help to faculty and 
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teaching staff. Similar resources were being made available through the 
library's E-Text Center. 

A crucial factor in UVA's involvement with humanities computing was 
the close liaison that was fostered from the start between LATH and the 
library. Nothing i!Justratcs the depth of that liaison more than the library's 
decision to clear out more than 2,000 square feet of its floor space to make 
room for IATH 's faculty and staff offices. This close working relationship 
expanded the university's research activities m remarkable and innovative 
ways. Some of the most important theoreticaJ work in humanities scholar
ship is now being undertaken by faculty, graduate students, and library staff 
working in collaborative groups. 

. Fina!Jy, the remarkable success of lATH resulted in major part because 
Its work from the outset was consciously developed in relation to W3. 
When John Unsworth was appointed as director in 1993, his first move was 
to ensure that the institute's projects were designed for web dissemination. 
Pursuing that direction in 1993 was to move against nearly every current 
in humanities computing scholarship, which was dominated by "stand
alone" ideas and technologies (epitomized in the early and short-sighted 
choice of CD-ROM as the venue for carrying humanities texts and hyper
texts). In this situation we see once again the cultural influence of book 
paradigms on the new digital envirom11encs. Or, one should rather say, a 
certain view of books and book culture-a view defined, as I've already 
noted, by ideas drawn from New Bibliography and New Criticism. The 
convergence in 1993 of digital technology and W3 changed the shape of 
things, and not least the shape of humanities computing. 

Tlie Rossetti Archive and the Theory of Scholarly Editing 

Under Unsworth's direction, then, the institute's work shjfted in various 
ways from its initial conception and charges. Projects conceived by non
UVA scholars were invited to come to the institute if they brought their 
own funding, and certain interesting pedagogical projects were taken on 
board after several years. Most significantly, Unsworth invited important IT 
projects, especial.ly web-based projects, to locate themselves, or instances of 
themselves, on the JATH server. 

On the technicaJ side, a major chal.lenge for the institute and its fol.lows 
was to pursue long-term, large-scale humanities computing research pro
jects with an almost ascetic rejection of the surface effects and short-term 
gains offered by proprietary software and proprietary data standards. In an 
apparently paradoxical way. lATH's W3 commitment drove its projects to 
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111.1kc rigorous logical design a fundamental goa.l. This pursuit reflected a 
dl'dication to portabiliry and the abstraction that enables it-even if it also 
rnc:1iled doing without good tools for creating or disseminating the schol
.1rly work in the short rnn. As it happened, that commitment was to induce 
.1 profound shift in the principal focus and goals of The Rossetti Arch.i11e-
moving it, in fact, from an editorial project per se to a machine for explor-

111g the nature of texmality in more general and theoretical ways. 
The character of the two initial IATH projects-The Rossetti Archi11e 

.111d Ayers's !,a//ey of the Slradou.>-would exert a continuing influence on 
the direction of IATH's work in general.Both projects operated with large 
datasets of textual and visual materiaJs. In additjon, the texts in these pro
jects were often handled both as alphanumeric data and as djgital images. 
The image-based approach to the data was especially marked in T11e Ros
selli Arc/1i11e because, of course, Rossetti was not only a painter and visual 
artist; he was a poet who wrote under a horizon of book design and book 
illustration. 

But what precisely was involved .in The Rossetti A.rchi11e's image-based 
approach to its materials? [ can pose this question now because the hind
sight of seven years has exposed how loosely and unselfconsciously we 
undertook our work with digital images. To unpack the import of that 
question is to begin exposing all the issues and problems that are the sub

jects of th.is book. 
The Rossetti Archive was conceived witl,_in the context of a technologi

cal tradition that stretches across more than two millennia. l speak of the 
period when scroll, book, and other textual instruments were developed as 
tools for communication, information storage, and critical reflection. Per
haps the most sophisticated of these machines were the ones invented and 
refined by so-cal.led textual scholars: text machines-the best known being 
the book-for preserving and studying forms of cultural memory, includ
ing texts themselves. Tire Rossetti Arc/1i11e was undertaken as a practical effort 
to design a model for scholarly editing that would have wide applicability 
and that would synthesize the functions of the two chief models for such 
works: the critical edition (for analyzing the historical relations of a com
plex set of descendant texts with a view toward locating accumulated lin
guistic error); and the facsimile edition (a rigorously faithful reproduction 
of a particular text, nsuaJly a rare work, for scholarly access and study). The 
purpose of marrying these two kinds of scholarly instruments was based 
in a tl,eory of textuality that was seriously underdeveloped 20 years ago. 
The theory holds two positions: first, that the apparitions of text-its para
texts, bibliographical codes, and al.I visual .features-are as important in the 
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text's signifying programs as the linguistic elements; second, that the social 
.intercourse of texts-the co11text of their relatiom;-must be conceived an 
essential part of the "text itself" if one means to gain an adequate critical 
grasp of the textual situation. 11 

Thar_ view of texts and the textual condition explains why the initial 
conception of The Rossetti Archive took sh,1pe well before we began our 
actual work on the project. In fact it came around l 983, when I was teach
ing at CaJi_fornia fnstitute of Technology. That year I published A Critique 
ef 1\llvdem Textual Criticism, which was the first in a series of works aimed 
at dislocating certain theories of rextuality that dominated scholars' con
cepti_ons of their two principal disciplina1-y tasks: textual editing and tex
niaJ 111terpretat1on. That same year I was introduced to UNIX computing 
systems and to hypermedia. With the convergence of these twain f knevv 
that when circumstances were right I would undertake building a corn
putenzed. hypermedia model for scholarly editing. Building the archive 
would arttculate a powerful argument for the view of textual.icy I wanted 
to promote. The chance arrived when IATH arrived. 

We spent the year from 1992 to 1993 theorizing the methodology of 
the project and designing its logical structure. Then in 1993 we built the 
first small demonstration model of The Rossetti Archive, which at that time 
1 described in the following general terms: 

Like the work of Blake, Burns, and ocher important artists and writers, 

Dance Gabriel Rossetti's work is difficult to access or to edit for access. 
Expressive forms that work in or with visual and audit.ional materials do nor 

lend themselves to the paper-based formats of traditional scholarship. Under 
such conditions, a more flexible medium is required. 

The Rossetti Archive has been developed in response to this situation. Th.: 

scholarly models it builds have a particular applicability to arcisrs and writers 

who seek to exploit and explore the expressive potential of more than one 

medium. We have been ..:specially interested in developing critical tool~ for 

studying visual materials, as well as ccxcual materials with a significant "visi

ble" component. Concenrrating on the linguistic codes of rextualicics, read
ers and even scholars regularly give scanr attention to the physique of texts. 

But all texts deploy a more or less complex series of bibliographical codes. 

and page design-if not page ornament and graphic illustration-is a rich 
scene of textual expression. 

Computerized cools that deploy hypermedia networks and digitization 

have the means to study visual materials and the visibilities of language in 

ways chat have not been possible before. This archive was built co harness 
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those capabilities, and Dante Gabriel Rossetti was chosen because the diver

~ity of his work puts the goals of such a project co a serious test. 
Rossetti's work was executed in two different media, visual and textual, 

and his work in each is intimately-and often explicicly-interconnected. 

The relations are clearest, perhaps. in those works wherr he made pictures 

for poems or ocher texts he had already written-like "The Blessed 

Damozel''-or in works where he made texts to accompany or comment 

upon pictures he had executed-for example, the sonnets he wrote as exten

sions of the meaning of his first important painting, The Girlhood of Mary 

Vi1gi11. 

That basic complexity in Rossetti's work getli deepened and elaborated 

because of the centrality of Rossetti's work in recovering cl1e poetic culture 

of the "Early Italian Poets" of the cwdfth co che fourteenth centuries. The 

connections between Rossetti's so-called original work, both written and 

pictorial, and his translations of Dante and his circle are pervasive. 
Finally, Rossetti's work habits were such that these structural complexi

ties of his arc and writing get vastly extended. R.ossetti was an obsessive 

reviser of his written work, and these revisions were carried our at every 

level of the writing: He worked and reworked words, phrases, passages, and 

he rearranged "finished" units into dizzying secs of variant organizational 

units. The difficulties come into sharp relief as soon as one considers any of 

R.ossetti's works: say, the 1870 Poems; or "The House of Life," which was a 

subunit in chat volume; or the introductory "Sonnet" to "The House of 

Life;' which first appeared as part of the sonnet-sequence of "The House of 

Life" only in 1881. Rossetti followed the same kind of revisionary habits 

when he was painting and drawing. 

All these features of Rossetti's work pose a complex and hitherto unsolv

able editoriaJ problem. One cannot properly study or appreciate R.ossecti's 

work without having access co all of it. Ewn an inrroductory selection pre

sents serious difficulties, because one needs to combine two media together 

and one also needs to present the materials so chat the comp.lex relations of 

all the pares are preserved. One easily understands why Rossetti's work has 

never been comprehensively edited and why the separate parts of his work 

are themselves available for general study only in the most limited ways. Vir

ginia Surtees's standard catalogue of T11e Pai11ti11gs ,md Dra111i11gs of Dante 

Gabriel Rosselli is excellent but quite incomplete. And to chis day the "stan

dard" edition of the writings is the 1911 The Works ~f Da11te Gabriel R.ossctti, 

t:dited by Rossetti's brother, William Michael. The writings have never been 

critically edited. As a result, their nervous structural features can only be 

encountered in scholarly periodicals and monographs. 
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A hypermedia computerized environment allows one to overleap these 

problems, which are a function of editing that has to be carried out in the 
framework of the book. 

In The Rossetti Archille all the works are available for study in facsimiles of 

their original documentary forms. This means chat the user has access to all 

his original manmcripcs, printed texts, drawings, designs, and paintings. Since 

Rossetti designed his own books, one can appreciate the importance of 

reading his work in its original documentary states. And since the archive 

preserves these original materials in full color facsimile as necessary, one can 

sec the great advance computerization makes in this case over Surrees's cat

alogue (which reproduces Rossetti's images in black and white). Further

more, computerization allows the editor to connect all of R.ossctti's 

documents to each other so that their relationships can be examined and 
better understood. 

Finally, these authorial materials are embedded in a context of related 

documents, historical and crirical, chat help to illum.inate the primary mate

rials as well as their cultural context. The archive has incorporated, for exam

ple, various contemporary materials that are important for understanding 

Rossetti, pre-R.aphaclitism, and the world in which they emerged and devel

oped. The archive has included T'lie Germ, William Michael Rossetti's early 

biography of his brother, as well as William Michael's 1911 edition of the 

works, H. C. Marillier's and Frederick Stephens's conunentaries on the art, 

and other crucial contemporary document~ (Swinburne, Buchanan, Pacer, 

etc.). Also included is a large corpus of the photographs by which Rossetti's 

work was disseminated. As the archive is further developed, this body of 

material will be expanded. It is alJ marked for full electronic search and 

analysis. It is also supplemented by the present editor's critical essays, notes, 

and commentaries. The latter, of course, draw upon the considerable corpus 

of scholarsh.ip and criticism that has evolved over the past century on Ros

setti, his circle, and their general historical milieu. (lmp://jelf..:rson.vilJage. 
virginia.edu/rossctti/introduction.html) 

One can easily see, from this later vantage, how well chat description 
reAects the state of humanities computing in 1993, when the TEI imple
mentation of SGML markup was beginning to take serious hold, when 
hypermedia models were gaining widespread attention, and when W3 was 
scattering text and image constructions of many kinds across the globe. 
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Begi1mi11g Again 

Because Tlte Rossetti Archi11e was conceived and pursued, early on, as much 
.,~ a kind of thought exper.iment tn the theory of texts as an editorial pro
Jl.:Ct per se, it kept a constant focus on reAexive attention. I refer not only 
co the standard and highly pragmatic critical processes that regulate the 
design and building of any kind of tool or instrument. Of course we were 
constantly constructing the archive, testing wh:it we had implemented, 
modifying what we had done, and then rescaling the level of implementa
tion. Beyond those critical operations, however, the archive held our inter-
1.:st as a theoretical instrument for investigating the nature of textualiry as 

such. 
Th.is inertia in the project broke our as a series of related texts. I wrote 

these reflexive pieces between 1993 and 2000 as expositions and critiques 
of our work, and all but one, the dialogue on "The Alice Fallacy," were 
originally publ.ished as on line research report~. Writing the first set of these 
pieces between 1993 and 1996 brought a new level of clarity to what we 
were doing; and one of these, "Imagining What You Don't Know: The 
Theoretical Goals of The Rossetti Archive," marked a turning point in the 
project as a whole. It argues that to make anything is also to m_ake a spec_
ulative foray into a concealed but wished for unknown. The thing made 1s 
not the achievement of one's desire; it is the shadow of that desire, the sign 
of what the poet spoke of as "something longed for, never seen." Writing 
rhat essay ushered the project of the archive to a new level of operation. It 
also initiated the project of this book: char is to say, the decision to draft 
careful written records of the critica.1 stages in the making of the archive. 

The work of those writings has been recomposed into the parts of this 
book, which is organized around a double vanishing point. In one per
spective appears a set of related but independent explorations into the 
characteristics of different kinds of textuaJicics. In another, one follows a 
kind of metanarrative or critical history projecting a map of future schol
arly operations. We begin to e>.-plore that relatively unentered territory in 
the final section of the book, where the project of T/1e Rosselli Archive 
mutates into an entirely diflerent set of critical and scholarly demands. 

These demands arise naturally-this is now clear, as it was not clear in 
1993-from the way in which the project was first conceived. As a model 
constructed co reflect on its own process of development, the archive 
proved acutely sensitive in t\'IO directions ar the same time: co changes_ rak
ing place in the encompassing field of digital media, and to cbe tradmonal 
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needs of humanities scholars working out of paper-based models of tex
tu:ility. 

Because W3 browsers had just become available,John Unsworth urged 
me to build the first model of the archive in HTML for web dissemina
tion. Doing that was essentially an act of handicraft, for in 1993 we were 
primarily involved in discussions about how co design an SGM L strucrure 
for alJ of T'l1e Rossetri.Archi11e's materials, visual as well as textual. The latter 
was to be a complex logical structure-in contrast to the HTML-marked 
demonsm1tion model. One wants to hold this initial situation clearly in 
mind, for the contradiction between the web demo model, a simple visual 
interface built in HTML, and the archive itself, a sec of logical relations and 
determinant~ conceived in SGML, would surface repeatedly in alJ our 
work. 

Briefly, then: As we built the archive we kept encountering variations 
on a pair of difficulties. Both are functions of the special character of 
humanities materials, which are not primarily informational materials. 
They are made for reflective and imaginative purposes-in Rossetti's case, 
textual and visual works made for such purposes. Hence came our recur
rent sec of difficulties. First, neither the SGML markup structure nor the 
hypermedia design were able to integrate the textual and visual materials 
beyond elementary connecting, sorting, and gathering operations. 12 Sec
ond, the archive's principal objects of study-Rossetti's works-were not 
being interpretively exposed by the computational tools in very interesting 
ways. Computerization made much more information (and much more 
varied information) available-vast amounts of data in forms, relational as 
well as focsim.ile, that were previously unimaginable. As a tool for rethink
ing these materials, however, whether through structured or randomized 
searches of the data, the computer continually disappointed the high hopes 
it had raised. The archive includes a great deal of critical and reflexive 
materials in itself, but these materials are simply linked to the primary 
n~ace_rials in an elementary, if also elaborate and complex, hypertext orga-
111zat1on. 

Nothing illustrates the practico-theoretical weakness of this situation 
more dramatically than the brave new world of hyperfiction. Armed as 
they are with remarkable technic,11 resources, the works of this new genre 
pale in complexity before their paper ancestors: early works like The Meta

morphoses, Tl,e Arabian Nights, Tl,e Sam,gossa Marmscript, or recent ones by 
Joyce, Riding Jackson, Borges, and of course the whole OUUPO contin
gent and its numerous contemporary offspring. 

The example of hyperfiction may welJ locate a temporary condition. 
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Wl· Juve no reason to doubt-indeed, we have every reason to expect-
1l1,1t remarkable imaginative works will appear in digital forms. Traditional 
111uginative texts developed and mutated over a long period of time and 
111 many different environments. Hyperfiction and video gam.es arc early 
nplorations and experiments, and if they seem primitive next co analogous 
\\Ork~ we inherit through predigital traditions, the same cannot be said of 
d1g1ral art, which has already developed sophisticated forms. Success in this 

1 ,1\C comes, of course, because digital imaging procedures feed upon the 
1 ich fund of electronic media chat hns emerged over the past hundred and 
more years. Traditional tcxtualitics have not been in a position to exploit· 
,uch media until very recently. 

I bring up these matters not to pass out digital merits and demerits to 
people working in different areas of the arts and humanities but to locate 
that part of the field where we have advanced hardly at all-indeed, where 
we have made few serious efforts to advance. More than anything else, the 
making of Tiu: Rossetti Arcl,i11c has exposed the gulf that stands between 
digital tools and media, on one hand, and the regular practicc::s of tradi
tional philosophy, "theory,'' hermeneutics, and arcs/litcrary/ct1ltural criti
cism, on the ocher. Digital culture is virtualJy (!) an obsessional topic in all 
1 hese fields, but it is a topic addn::ssed from a dist.111ce, as a kind of fasci
nating and/or rhreatcning alien form. That distance gets marked with 
unmistakable clarity in one way: the discursive procedures in all of these 
field~ remain to date resolutely paper-based. 

Works like Tl,e R<1ssel1i IJrr/,ivc or Tlw Perseus Pr~jecr or The Dicke11s IM>b 

,ire fundamenc.1.lly archival and editorial. u They gather, sort, and make 
things accessible, and they link these things co related things. Unlike works 
imagined and organized in bibliographical forms, however, these new tex
tual environments have yet to develop operational structures that integrate 
their arch_iving and cd_itoriaJ mechanisms with their critical and reAcctivc 
functions at the foundational level of their material form. that is, al the d(t!
iMl!co111p11tario11al level. Although structural coding in SGML (or XML) 
mitigates this deficiency to a certain degree, it is not only difficult and 
time-consuming co implement, but its hierarchical principles and other 
design characteristics set permanent and unacceptable limits on its useful
ness with arts and humanities materials. Thus, however prim_itive hyperfic
rion and video games may seem, we recognize their functional relation to 
their underlying digital processes. In chis respect they arc more advanced in 
a practico-theorecical point of view than any of the IT-based scholarly 
works mentioned above. This is particularly the case with video games. 

The difference implicitly traced in this discussion. between the 
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scholar/editor, on one hand, and the critic/philosopher, on the other, was 
once far less sharply drawn than it is in our day. In ages and circumstances 
when hardly any distinction pertained between works of criticism/reflec
tion ,111~ works of art/imagination-cultural condirions that produced the 
Bible, 71,c _Book (!{ Odes, Ma/,a/Jamra, and the works of Sophocles, Aeschy
lus, Lucretius, and Dante-the work of scholarship and learning was also 
much more integrated. Jerome, Augustine, Aquinas, Polfrian: AJI were fig
ures of unmense cultural authority. Bue then c:1me the worlds of j. G. Eich
horn and G. W. F. Hegel and, later, Karl Lachmann and Friedrich Nietzsche. 
Two of those four names are forgotten except among circles of textual 
specialists; two maintain their cultural celebrity. That difference marks a 
notable shift i11 social and historical circumstances that has occurred during 
the past 200 years. Our digital cultt1re is likely to reverse that difference. A 
hundred ye~rs from now, which of the following two names is likely to 
rema111 peronent to traditions of critical thinking and which wiJJ seem 
merely quaint, if it is recalled at ail outside pedantic circles: Vannevar Bush 
Harold Bloom? ' 

For hiscorica.1 scholars of any kind, figures like Bloom index a serious 
disciplinary and cultural crisis. The digital revolution has pushed us to the 
bnnk_ of a great age of editorial and archival scholarship. This is plain to 
set.~1f one cares to look at all. For the past 200 years, however, the central 
work of cultural reAection and criticism has grown increasingly divorced 
from that _ki_nd of editorial scholarship. Nietzsche's critique of philology 
and h1stonc1st method marks the point at which the original rapproche
ment between what phiJologists called the "Lower Criticism" and the 
"Higher Criticism" was destroyed. 

_ In our day the authority of this Nietzschean break has greatly dimin
ished. Modern computational tools are extremely apt to execute one of che 
two permanent fi.111ctions of scholarly criticism-the edicorial and archival 
funcrion, the remembrance of things past. So great is their aptitude in this 
foundational area that we stand on the edge of a period chat will see the 
complete editorial transformation of our inherited cultural archive. That 
event is neither a possibility nor a likelihood; it is a certainty. As it emerges 
around us, 1t exposes our need for critical tools of the same material and 
formal order that can execute our other permanent scholarly function: to 
1mag111e what we don't know in a disciplined and deliberated fashion. How 
can digital tools be made into prosthetic extensions of that demand for 
critical reAection? This is not a question to be addressed in speculative or 
conceptu~l terms. To count as adequate today, in this culture, responses to 
the question-most especially theoretical responses-require the deploy-
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1,1\'lll of computational instruments. Paper-based forms like this book can 
1mw, I think, only come ro assist in a process of exploration and study that 
will henceforth be determined by digital forms. The next generation of lit-

1·1.1ry and at::sthetic theorists who will most matter are people who will be 
,1 least as invo.lved with 111aki11,Q things as with writing text. 

These kinds of issues won't be usefully engaged without reconsidering 

1 ~-rrain fundamental problems of texts and cextuality. The critical possibil-
1l11.:s tif digital environments requ.ire that we revisit what we know, or what 
we think we know, about the formal and material properties of the codex. 
We shall see that the advent of digital tools promotes this kind of critical 
1cfkction and leads to a view of books and of language irself that breaks 
with many common and widely held ideas. We shall sec how, in a prag
matic as well as a theoretical perspective, the normative form of langu11ge 

1s most usdi.1lly approached not as informational and expository but as 
poctic and polyva.lent. Though informational and exposirory models of 
1.,nguage have been taken as normative for more than three centuries, they 
.ire in fact specialized models, sophisticated derivatives. They were installed 
w facilitate certain instrumental tasks. We shall also see how texts deploy 
complex visible codes-how printed pages function both in semantical and 
imagiscic ways-and how the executable codes (aJgorithms) of computa
tional devices have much to tell us about the functioning structures of tra
ditional textual devices. Fina.lly, we shall trace in these investigations the 
discovery of a graduated series of critical moves that were generating 
unapparent consequences. These mmate under different topical conditions 
and then get reinvested as new critical opportunities. 

The completed form of this essenrially stochastic critical process comes 
in the final section of this book. At that point we lay out a model for a 
procedure of critical chinking that c:iUs for digital implementation. This 
model appears .in "The Ivanhoe Game," whose origins lie in the concealed 
pressures that drive and sustain the more immediate reflexive goals of this 
book's purely cexcuaJ investigations. The game, which is procedural and 
structured for random wrns of event, wiU be formally described, its pre
history will be documented, and its digital existence forecast. 




