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Words in Space: The Reproduction of Texts
and the Semiotics of the Page

Lukas Erne

According to the dominant parameters in literary studies today, texts
mean linguistically, not bibliographically. Space is therefore often studied

for how it is represented by means of linguistic signs. This chapter
suggest that such an approach is usefully complemented by an analysis
of the bibliographical space within which such representations occur.
The author argues that the linguistic meaning of a text and of its various
editorial reproductions is in fact inextricably bound up with, and therefore

needs to be studied with an awareness of, the specificity of its
material incarnation.

It is a widespread assumption today that the meaning of a text resides in
its inner regions rather than in the practices recorded on its surface.
Unsurprisingly, one of the ways in which this volume explores the question

of "The Space of English" is that of the representation of space. I
wish to complement such an approach by an investigation of the space

in which such a representation can occur. I argue that what threatens to
get lost in ojir search for depth underneath a surface that has been

smoothed over is the importance of the historical contingencies of textual

production. As Jerome McGann puts it, "every literary work that
descends to us operates through the deployment of a double helix of
perceptual codes: the linguistic codes, on the one hand, and the
bibliographical codes on the other" Textual Condition 77).

Exposure to McGann's "bibliographical codes" constitutes an

experience of space which no reader can avoid. The space in which words
occur, be it cyberspace or the physical page, provides the form which is

inextricably bound up with the meaning of the text. The late D.F.

McKenzie has been one of the driving forces in the exploration of the

question of "whether or not the material forms of books, the non-verbal
elements of the typographic notations within them, the very disposition
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of space itself, have an cxnressive function in conveying meanincr" IT).
My paper answers this question affirmatively and aims at providing
evidence of the difference such meaning makes.

The specific angle from which I propose to explore the relationship
between a book's materiality and the meaning of its text is that of the
reproduction of texts. Once we take for granted that the semiotics of the
page matter, that features of a text's materiality such as typography and
layout and even the paper on which the material signs are imprinted)
carry meaning, then any textual reproduction necessarily falsifies, or

distorts, or reinvents the original it professes to reproduce. I thus
propose to draw on a variety of works and on their textual incarnations and

reincarnations in specific material formats to explore this mechanism.
Ever since F. J. Furnivall brought it into the Chaucerian textual

discussion in 1868, the Ellesmere Manuscript has been considered the

textually most significant manuscript of The Canterbury Tales Blake 24).
Even though its authority has been challenged by some who argue for
the adoption of the Hengwrt manuscript as copy-text,1 Ellesmere
remains the manuscript on which wide-spread modern editions like The

Riverside Chaucer are based.2 What is peculiar about Ellesmere, apart from
its generally opulent appearance, lavish borders, and illustrations of the

pilgrims, is that the text of the tales appears in fact off-centre, on the left
hand side, with glosses written on the right hand side Fig. 1). These
glosses have been argued by several scholars to be mosdy by Chaucer
himself see Lewis, Silvia, and Caie "Early Chaucer Manuscript
Glosses"). The word "glosses" may suggest a hierarchical relationship
between the writings on either side of the manuscript, but they have in
fact the same size and are in the same hand. The spatial arrangement
implies that Ellesmere presents a parallel text, with neither text being
visually privileged over the other. The Manly-Rickert edition provides
translations of these glosses "when they seem important" 3.483) in a
separate volume, and The Riverside Chaucer discusses some of them in
notes at the back of the volume, but with the obvious exception of
facsimiles, no edition to date has yet tried to render this spatial arrangement

by printing the texts side by side. Yet as has been shown, "scribes

1 See Ruggiers, especially the "Paleographical Introduction" by A. I. Doyle and M. B.
Parkes which explores the relationship between Hengwrt and Ellesmere; and Blake.

See Benson. For the argument that Ellesmere represents Chaucer's own final arrangement,

see Norman.
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Fig. 1: From the Merchant's Tale in the Ellesmere Manuscript
of The Canterbury Tales EL 26 C 9 £104r), by Geoffrey Chaucer.
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throughout the fifteenth century thought these notations sufficiently
important not only to copy them but to give them a prominent position
on the page, usually in the same size as the text itself Caie, "Marginal
Glosses" 76). So giving the glosses the textually privileged position they

occupied in the copy-text visually establishes how important a role they
can play for the understanding of The Canterbury Tales.

An example of this importance are the glosses to The Man of Law's
Tale from Pope Innocent Ill's De miseria humane conditionis and Bernard
Silvestri's Cosmographia which reveal how the Man of Law misrepresents
the authorities he is drawing upon, turning him into one of Chaucer's
unreliable exegetes, not unlike the Wife of Bath.3 Failing to mediate to
modern readers the spatial arrangement of the copy- text from which
they choose to set up their text, editors of The Canterbury Tales run the
risk of losing significant textual meaning available to readers of their
copy-text.

The first text page of Ben Jonson's Sejanus of 1605 leads me to my
second example Fig. 2). When this playtext was printed, Jonson
ensured that the layout conformed to that of classical dramatic texts in
which single verses shared by two speakers are printed on one line. By
contrast, other Elizabethan playbooks start a new line each time the
speaker changes. The semiotics of the page are thus one of the ways in
which Jonson marked his distance from what he called the " loathed
stage" and staked his claim on a higher form of dramatic literature than
that produced by most of his contemporaries who, Jonson held, cared

about little more than providing fast food for an entertainment industry.
4 The marginalia and the so-called massed entries at the beginning of

the scene also conform to the practice in classical dramatic texts, further
indications of the prestige with which Jonson tried to provide his
playbook.

3 For instance, by adopting material from Silvestri at lines 190-203, "Chaucer takes over
his image of the heavens as a book but he changes the emphasis so that only evil
fates, stnf and deeth, are foretold" Benson 858). Elsewhere, the Man of Law laments the
change in Custance's fortune in a passage which the gloss reveals to be little more than a

paraphrase of Innocent's De miseria, but the Man of Law edits the passage so as to omit
Innocent's intermittent affirmations of faith see Caie, "Marginal Glosses" 83-84). See

also Caie, " Hypertext," especially page 35.
4 On Jonson's anti-theatricality and its expression in his playbook publications, see

Barish,Jowett, Miola, and Loewenstein.
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Fig. 2: Sig. Blr of the 1605 quarto oiSejanus, by Benjonson.
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The typographic layout of Jonson's dramatic dialogue is clearly a matter
of two-dimensional spatial arrangement. So is the spatial organization of
the Ellesmere manuscript. It thus seems legitimate to ask of how many
dimensions my signifying bibliographical space consists. I will attempt
an answer with the help of another illustration, an admittedly imperfect
facsimile edition of the first quarto of Shakespeare's Romeo andJuliet of
1597 Fig. 3). The text, mercifully for an editor, is not printed in black
letter as most printed playtexts only ten years earlier had been, but in
straightforward roman type. What makes reading the text on this page

difficult, then, is not the typeface but the text printed on the verso that
is visible on the recto, for which the technical term is bleed-through.
The amount of bleed-through in this and many other playbooks of the
late sixteenth century eloquendy comments on the relatively low social
cachet dramatic texts in quarto editions still had at that time, as reflected
in the low-quality, thin paper used for them.
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Fig. 3: Sig. Civ of the first quarto of William
Shakespeare's Romeo andJuliet 1597).
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In other words, the quality, thickness, and consistency of paper on

which texts are printed all carry significance that needs to be analyzed by
the scholar in quest for historical meaning. The same applies to the

watermark that is impressed in the substance of a sheet of paper during
manufacture. Even though it is hardly noticeable except when the paper

is held against strong light, the watermark is an element of the
bibliographical space which we would be unwise to ignore. For example, if I
may briefly return to the 1605 quarto edition of Sejanus, two scholars

have recendy discovered that some, though not all, of the surviving
copies were printed on English paper manufactured in or shordy before
1605 with watermarks consisting of the royal initials, " IR," for Iacobus
Rex, James the First, who had ascended the English throne on Queen

Elizabeth's death in 1603, "AR," for Anna Regina, James's wife, Anne
of Denmark, and "HP," for "Henricus Princeps," their son Henry, heir

to the throne, who was to die in 1613 Calhoun and Gravell). Just how
unusual this paper and these watermarks were at the time is borne out
by the fact that not a single one of the 595 English books printed
between 1605 and 1610 that are now housed at the Folger Shakespeare

Library in Washington, D.C. was printed on paper bearing the same

watermarks Calhoun and Gravell 18-19). Whether or not Jonson had

any say in the matter of what paper his play would be printed on, it
seems significant that the playbook that makes a case for the legitimacy
and prestige of printed drama by adopting typographic conventions with
classical precedents was printed on English paper bearing the royal
initials.

There is no extant evidence showing how Jonson's early readers
responded to the materiality of the 1605 Sejanus quarto, but we do have

evidence in a slighdy later case. In 1633, the Puritan pamphleteer William
Prynne was outraged by the quality of the paper used for the second folio
edition of Shakespeare's plays, published the previous year. Prynne
complains that "Shackspeers Plaies are printed in the best Crowne paper, far

better than most Bibles" (**6v), a bibliographical reading that sheds

light on the early rise of the prestige of Shakespeare's printed drama,

which had been anticipated by earlier publications such as the 1605
Sejanus. The signifying bibliographical space I am interested in is thus
emphatically three-dimensional, as evidenced by what the quality of the
paper can tell us, and told others in the past, about the cultural capital of
the texts imprinted on it.
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It will be useful at this point to establish the theoretical distinction I
am making between text, document, and work. These terms are tricky,
and different people with different agendas use them in different ways.
For instance, Roland Barthes' neat pronouncement, "The Work is in
your hand, the text in the language," clearly does not employ these terms
the way I do here.5 I am here using the word text to designate the order of
words and punctuation as they occur in any one physical form, be it manuscript,

typescript, or book. Accordingly, text does not refer to a specific

material existence but only to a linguistic order not bound to time and
space. A work has no material existence either, but constitutes the imagined
whole made up by the various forms of a text which we think of as

representing a single literary creation. Variant forms or versions such as, say, the

1799, the 1805, and the 1850 Prelude and the various extant material
witnesses of each of these three versions thus all represent the work, but none

is identical with it. The work, in other words, is a construct formed
according to notions of authorial intention. The document, by contrast, is
physical, consisting of paper and ink and bearing the signs that constitute a
text. Since a document is a physical object, £very copy of a text is a new
document.6

If the semiotics of the page remain underexamined in the reception and

reproduction of the literature we study, this is, I believe, because we have

unduly favoured the work and the text at the expense of the document.
Countless modern anthologies as well as standard modern editions of the

poetry of Blake such as that by Penguin, reproducing the text of the Songs of
Innocence and Experience but making no attempt at editing the documents in

which they were first published, completely lose the tension, to give only
one example, between the fearful tiger of Blake's poem of the same name

and the harmless, pet-like tiger of Blake's engraving.

But this example really begs the question: for how can a document, a

material object, be editorially reproduced? Facsimile editions constitute
attempts to preserve the original documents' spatial arrangement, typography,

layout, and so on. Yet even a facsimile edition, clearly, does not
reproduce a document which, by definition, is a unique material object.

7 An

See Louis Hay, "Does 'Text' Exist?", Studies inBibliographyA\ 1988), 64-76, esp. pp. 67-68.

For these definitions of text, work, and document, I am drawing on Shillingsburg 43-

See Dane, especially page 32. Among the other discontents with facsimile editions is their
idealisation of the physical object, which fails to suggest the textual instability that usually
reigns among different copies of the same edition of an early modern text owing to the
common practice of stop-press correction.


























