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EEBO-TCP 

 

It’s everywhere in early modern studies, 
though largely hidden: overt citation and 
discussion are minimal.  



My topics 

 

1 The necessity and uniqueness of TCP 

2 Three kinds of TCP-based research 

3 TCP’s distinctive model for organization 
and funding 



Other themes 

 

1 How much does silence matter? 

2 What are the unavoidable limitations of 
TCP? 



Necessity and uniqueness: 
the 1520 problem 

 

Matjaž Perc, “Evolution of the most common 
English words and phrases over the 
centuries”, Journal of the Royal Society 
Interface, forthcoming: see: 

 http://goo.gl/7S0RT 

Based on Google ngram data, not TCP 



A surprising claim about English 

 

Perc, in his abstract: “We find that the most 
common words and phrases in any given 
year had a much shorter popularity 
lifespan in the sixteenth century than they 
had in the twentieth century.” 



Top 3-grams, 2007 and 2008 

 

 

 

 

 

 

See: http://goo.gl/iUS3e 



Top 3-grams, early 1520s 

 

 

 

 

 

 

See: http://goo.gl/r4eyh 



From 1541’s top 3-grams 

 

 

 

 

 

 

See: http://goo.gl/r4eyh 

 



More reflections on C16 language 

 

“Phrases that were used most frequently in 
1520, for example, only intermittently 
succeeded in re-entering the charts in the 
later years.” 



Evolution of popularity of the top 100 n-grams over the past five centuries.  

Perc M J. R. Soc. Interface doi:10.1098/rsif.2012.0491 

 
See:  http://goo.gl/2URVT 

©2012 by The Royal Society 



Some alternative conclusions  
about this research 

 

The world’s best mass OCR is bad for books 
before 1800 

Interdisciplinary journals need to have 
reviewers from many fields 

Perc’s publication of his data and an 
interface for exploring it is praiseworthy 



The necessity and uniqueness  
of EEBO-TCP 

 

Despite the resources poured into it, Google 
Books is not an adequate representation of 
books prior to 1800: too few books early 
on, bad metadata, bad OCR. 



Just how much can we know about 
English writing in 1520? 

 

How many STC titles were published in 
1520? How many are planned for inclusion 
in TCP? 



a 

 

Visualization 

from STC, volume 

3, 1991 



A third of the 1520 entries 

 

Aesop 170.3(?); Almanacks (Adrian) 406.7; Almanacks (Laet, G., the 
elder) 470.5, 470.6; Aphthonius 699(?); Barbara 1375.5(c.); Book 
3288(o.s.?)*; Canutus 4593(c.); Constable, J. 5639; Croke, R. 
6044a.5; Dietary 6833; Emanuel, King of Portugal 7677(?); England, 
Appendix 10001; England, Local Courts 7707(?); England, 
Proclamations, Chron. Ser. 7769.2; England, Statutes, Chron. Ser. 
9362.5(c.), 9362.7(c.); England, Yearbooks 9576, 9595; Erasmus, D. 
10450.2, 10450.3, 10450.7; Erasmus, St. 10435; Exoneratorium 
10630(?), 10631(?); Goodwyn 12046(?); Hetoum 13256(?); Hortus 
13835; Indulgences, Cont. 14077c.90(?), 14077c.90A(?), 14077c.95, 
14077c.96, 14077c.97, 14077c.98(c.), 14077c.99; Indulgences, Eng. 
14077c.26(c.), 14077c.45(?), 14077c.59(c.), 14077c.67A, 
14077c.68A(c.), 14077c.72(c.), 14077c.73(c.), 14077c.84(?); 
Indulgences, Images of Pity 14077c.23A(c.); Indulgences, Stations of 
Rome 14077c.149(c.), 14077c.150(c.); Indulgences, unassigned 
14077c.154(c.); Jacob, the Patriarch 14323.5(c.); Jesus Christ 
14547.5(c.); Joseph, of Arimathea 14807; ... 



Some very rough numbers for 1520 

 

STC titles: 114 

In English: 47 

Currently in TCP transcriptions: 14 

(Figures for both 1519 and 1521 are 
considerably smaller, because 1520 
includes many items dated c.1520.) 



The ideal data set 

 

The kind of naïve statistical study Perc 
performed assumes an entirely reliable 
and consistent data set. The Google ngram 
data isn’t like that, but while it can be done 
far better, a data set for early-sixteenth-
century English of that kind is not 
possible. 



Three key TCP uses 

 

1 Simple quotation-finding 

2 Larger-scale trawl for materials 

3 Computational analyses 



A (modern) quotation to find 

John Carey, “The Missing Piece of the Jigsaw”: 
Mollie Evans’s only written remark following 
her breakup with William Golding: 

There are two things which, tho' they 
cannot be heard by the physical ear a mile 
away, cry from end to end of the earth. The 
one is the crash of a tree that has been felled 
while it is still bearing fruit; the other is the 
sigh of a woman whom her husband sends 
away while she still loves him. 



Quotation finding 

Often requires a very broad search, rather 
than one limited by period 

Can be conducted using error-ridden 
resources, as noted by Anthony Shipps, 
The Quote Sleuth (1990)  

Something huge and Googleish can be best 

Does it matter to know what resource was 
used, or do we just want the answer? 



The large-scale trawl 

You, too, can be Keith Thomas. 

Michael Clanchy (1999, reviewing Alexander 
Murray on suicide in the Middle Ages): 
“The traditional subjects are simpler to 
handle, because the information in the 
sources is already parcelled out that way.” 



Did this study have something 
 to do with TCP? 

 

Eric Langley, Narcissism and Suicide in 
Shakespeare and his Contemporaries 
(2010). 

Arnold Hunt, exaggerating somewhat: 
“research has been transformed from a 
labour-intensive handicraft into a 
mechanized industry”. 



The location of the labour 

Instead of ingenuity in choosing books to 
scan, ingenuity in choosing what to search 
for. 

Should we publish the details of our queries? 

 



The problem of data laundering 

Facts are facts, however you find them... 

but a negative result depends a lot on 
knowing what search method failed on 
what resource 

And the selection of what you discuss and 
what you ignore is also now a more 
pressing issue 

 



Keywords 

A line of research well suited to TCP, and 
with a background of methodological 
reflection: Raymond Williams, Quentin 
Skinner 

An example: Peter Marshall, “The Naming of 
Protestant England”, Past and Present, 
February 2012 



The problem of context 

All keyword-study theory stresses context in 
some form; it has not developed ideas 
about working with large collections  

An example: Phil Withington, Society in 
Early Modern England: The Vernacular 
Origins of Some Powerful Ideas (2010), 
and Tim Hitchcock’s criticism (in 
Economic History Review) 



An example from Withington 

 

 



Open questions 

We are comfortable with “unsystematic” 
discussion of examples gleaned through 
searching. 

But can a large-scale study of “patterns and 
developments” find acceptance in early 
modern studies, or do we think context 
must always come first? 

Is the data appropriate for the large-scale 
study? 

 



Computational analyses 

One form: finding ways to extend human 
understanding automatically (Moretti, 
Hope, Witmore) 

Another form: mostly or entirely automatic 
systems (Jockers) 

 



Early modern questions 

Can the data really support it? 

Do we need it for a small body of surviving 
texts? 

Can we expect to get answers that resonate 
with traditional concerns? 

 



Organization and funding 

A superb invention: TCP’s distinctive 
mixture of public and private funding, its 
discovery of an intermediate place 
between complete openness and effectively 
perpetual copyright, its avoidance of 
secrecy, its dissemination of work and 
knowledge while working on a large 
shared resource...  



Thank you! 

• John Lavagnino: please contact me at 
John.Lavagnino@kcl.ac.uk 



 

 



 

 


