
A database for English
poetry
The academic and professional publishers
Chadwyck-Healey (headquarters in
Cambridge, England) expect to begin pub-
lishing in the spring of 1992 their English
Poetry Full-Text Database on CD-ROM (Com-
pact Disc: Read Only Memory).

When complete, the database will hold the
texts of over 4,500 volumes of poetry, the
work of 1,350 poets from AD 600 to 1900. In
this database, more than a gigabyte (that is, a
billion bytes or characters) of verse will be
searchable in a variety of ways (see panel). Sir
Charles Chadwyck-Healey, founder of the
company, describes it as 'The largest and most
accessible full-text database yet published in
the humanities' and claims that 'it sets a new
standard for the creation of textual databases.'

The basic purpose of English Poetry is to
provide reliable texts in machine-readable
form including for each poem any accompany-
ing text by the poet (such as footnotes, end-
notes, sidenotes, dedications, prologues, and
epilogues). The preview booklet (mid-1991)
notes: 'A descriptive markup scheme is used
in which textual elements are identified by
their function rather than their appearance,
For example the titles of poems are marked
explicitly as titles rather than as being in a
larger typeface or italicized. However, for
users who wish to refer back to the printed
sources of poems, page breaks, page numbers
and other essential information specific to edi-
tions [are] included in the database.'

In addition to the generally recognised body
of English poetry, the database includes: chil-
dren's verse; translations of non-English verse
(complete before 1800 and selectively there-
after); poetry written during the period
covered but not published for whatever reason
before 1900; hymns published before 1800;
and complete verse dramas by authors primar-
ily known as poets.

The database covers the works of those
writers listed as poets in The New Cambridge
Bibliography of English Literature (NCBEL,
Cambridge University Press, 1969-1972), a

research tool that describes itself as 'a blue-
print for research'. The preview booklet notes
that the database 'also includes the few writers
of poetry not cross-referenced by NCBEL, for
example Emily Bronte and Aphra Behn'. In
addition, following NCBEL, the database
contains the work in English of Welsh, Scot-
tish and Irish poets. Poets who were active
before 1900 are included but poets principally
active in the twentieth century are excluded.
Although no reasons are given for a cut-off
date of 1900, it seems likely that copyright was
a major influencing factor.

The company are aware of some of the
shortcomings of NCBEL as a reliable guide to
the full extent of English poetry, acknowledg-
ing that some categories of poets, most notably
women poets, are underrepresented. It is
intended that such omissions be rectified at a
later stage by issuing supplements to the main
database 'in response to the suggestions of
scholars'. The publishers maintain that a
major advantage of a database of this kind is
the ability to merge new texts seamlessly into
the existing corpus, provided that the new
texts are prepared following the same coding
rules. Because the coding is based on interna-
tional standards and is detailed in an accom-
panying handbook, it is suggested that
individuals will even be able to supplement the
database themselves should they wish particu-
lar editions of particular poets' works to be
included.

The database can be searched by poet, by
titles and headings, by bibliographical details
(place and date of publication, publisher, etc.)
or by any particular word or combination of
words. The software will also allow combina-
tions of searches, will give counts of word-
frequency and, by displaying any selected key-
word in context, function as a concordance of
English Poetry. It will be possible to download
and print-out texts, enabling the creation of
customized anthologies for courses and other
purposes, and to add comments and ques-
tions, etc., as needed. For those wanting to
carry out stylistic, syntactic or other kinds of
analysis the database will provide a rich source
of raw data.

The editorial guidelines for the databases
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(Samuel Taylor Coleridge,| 1772-1834
The poetical works ofS. T. Colerid

t(London)llwmiamPjckerin1il834|
-jvol. I, p. ^

Late, late yestreen I saw thene^Moon,
With the old Moon in her arms;
And I fear, I fear, my Master dearl
We shall have a deadly siorm

BALLAD OF SIRPATRI'

[1 ] WELL! If the Bard was weather-wise, who made
The grand old ballad of Sir PatrickjSpence,'
THis";nightjso~itranquii]now, will not go hence

Unroused by winds, that ply a busier trade
Than those which mould yon cloud in lazy flakes,
Or the dull sobbing draft, that moans and rakes

Upon the strings of this Eolian lute.
Which better far were mute.

For lo! the New-moon winter-bright!
And overspread with phantom light,

[5]

[10]

[20]

p p g ,
(With swimming jphantom light jo'erspread [ ' "
But rimmed and cTrclecfb"y a silver thread)

I see the old Moon in her lap, foretelling
The coming on of rain and squally blast. !

And oh! that even now the gust were swelling.
And the slant night-shower driving loud and fast!

Those sounds which oft have raised me, whilst they awed,
And sent my soul abroad.

Might now perhaps their wonted impulse give.
Might startle this dull pain, and make it move and live!
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been formulated with the help of an
Editorial Board consisting of the following
scholars: Professor John Barnard of the Uni-
versity of Leeds; Professor Derek Brewer of
the University of Cambridge; Lou Burnard of
the Oxford Text Archive, the University of
Oxford; Dr Howard Erskine-Hill of the Uni-
versity of Cambridge; Dr Daniel Karlin of
University College London; and Michael
Sperberg-McQueen of the Computer Centre,
the University of Illinois at Chicago.

Alison Moss, the company's Editorial

Director, commented: "Most editions selec-
ted for English Poetry will have to be contem-
porary with their authors since much English
poetry was not reprinted after its author's
death. To provide a degree of editorial consis-
tency across the database a decision has been
made to favour contemporary editions for all
poets, including those for whom alternatives
are available. The editors also favour collected
editions to ensure uniformity in the presenta-
tion of a particular poet's work. However, we

continued on page 63
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