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Introduction

Book history is the study of books as physical objects: as devices for stor-
ing and circulating knowledge and ideas. It is also, therefore, the study of
how books are produced, circulated, and received at different historical
times and places. It is interested in every aspect of books: how they are
made; how they are promoted and sold; how they are purchased, used,
kept, organized, and re-circulated; and by whom. The books it scudies
can take many forms. They may be manuscript, printed, or electronic,
produced on vellum, paper, or computer chips. They may be ornate lux-
uries made as gifts for kings or mass-market commodities for everyday
consumers. They may be books of scripture read aloud in services of wor-
ship or pornographic ones viewed in private, slim volumes of avant-garde
poetry printed by hand, or graphic novels viewed on an e-reader. Book
history is also interested in material that was not bound into volumes—
printed broadsides, pamphlets, periodicals, engravings; loose sheets of
handwriting, such as letters; and even inscriptions, such as one might
find on a gravestone. We use “books,” then, as a capacious term, stand-
ing in a much broader field that studies both material artefaces and the
cultural practices of their creation and use. For much of our recorded
history, books—understood expansively—have been a key technology for
conveying information, ideas, and entertainment. As a result, book history
is a wide-ranging and important area of study.

Book history emerged as a distinctive and dynamic field of inquiry in
the 1980s and 1990s by _uE.ﬂmmsw together a variety of existing intellectual
activities and setting them into new relationships with one another. It
drew on existing core humanities subjects such as history, literacure, and
art history, as well as areas of specialization that had previously been seen
as marginal within these disciplines, such as economic and publishing his-
tory (within history), bibliography and textual criticism (within licerary
studies), and reproductive prints (within art history). It has generated new
areas of study, such as the history of authorship and reading. In the last
two decades, the study of books has been invigorated by the rise of digital
media: as material artefacts have migrated into new electronic formarts,
they have raised profound questions about the nature of materiality and

texruality. The result has been not just a new sub-specializarion within an
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INTRODUCTION

existing subject but also a disruptive new way oml.::_ﬁzw. Book history has
helped ro produce new accounts of major historical events and movements,
fostered a new kind of atrention to material culcure, and challenged some
of the core assumptions of literary and intellectual history.

Book history emerged in different ways in different contexts and places.
In France (as histoire du livre), its early focus was on the circulation of
books in society and their effect on large historical events. In Germany
(as Buchwissenschaft or Geschichte des Buchwesens), its focus was on the
history of how books are published and distribured. In Grear Britain, it
has been connected to bibliography or textual editing, which studies the
different versions of a work, usually in order to produce a new edition of it.
In licerary studies, it emphasizes the material circulation of literary texts
in manuscripe, prine, or digital media and the ways in which they become
meaningful in historical contexts. In history departments, book history has
been allied wich the Annales school, which tends to focus on long historical
durations, quantitative evidence, and the history of ordinary people; it has
also been practised as micro-history, which uses narrow case srudies to
illuminare broader historical mentalities. In economic history, the focus has
been on the operarion of the book trades, the system of copyright, or che
marketing of books. Arc historians consider the production and circulation
of printed images, or the role of books in circulating early photographs.
Students of information studies may focus on how books were collected,
organized, stored, and preserved in the past by collectors and libraries. The
history of reading has emerged as a specialization in its own right. Among
scholars of digital humanities, media E.nrmniomu\, and new media studies,
book history has raken still other forms.

The aim of this introductory guide is not to provide a comprehensive
overview. [t tries nor ro privilege any one disciplinary perspective or his-
torical period, although it undoubtedly bears the marks of our training
in literary studies and of our background as scholars of the eighteenth
and nineteenrh centuries. No short introduction of this kind could take
account of the increasingly global range of book history, as scholars inves-
tigate the history of the book in South Asia, New Zealand, Canada, colo-
nial America, and elsewhere. Nor could ir hope to offer anything like a
satistying survey of the millennia-long history of books, from their earliest
appearance to their current rransformation by elecrronic media. Rather,
this guide and its accompanying Reader aim to Tm:u you to find your bear-

ings within the field, and to provide a map thar will help you navigate as
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you explore boolk _:.mncJ\ more widely and am::@ your own particular
interests wichin ir.

To get started, we might think abour four epochs in the r;ﬁo@ of the
book, to help clarify the story thar unfolds in this Introduction and its

accompanying Reader. The first is the appe

rance of one particular form of
the book, called the codex, and its slow adoprion in the first centuries of the
Common Era. A codex consists of a number of sheecs (of paper or papyrus
or vellum), folded and/or stacked on top of one another, fixed rogether
along a spine, and usually surrounded by a cover of some kind. Almost all of
the books we're familiar with today are codices (the plural of codex). Before
codices, books rook the form of scrolls, where the reader rolled a long piece
A [=]
of papyrus or vellum from the botrom to the top, _.nm&:m downwards, or
from one side to the other, reading in columns. The codex took quite a
long time to replace the scroll as the default form of the book. Ir was first
described by the Roman poet Martial in the first century cg, buc it didn't
come to dominare book production until abour the ffth or sixth cencury.
The codex’s rise in popularity coincided with the spread o».ﬂ_.:g.mni_.:.ﬁf
l:.o:m_._o:n the Roman Empire. U::.:m those centuries, Christians were
eatly adopters of the codex form: they used it especially for their scriptures
and pioneered some of the techniques for making codices. The codex was
portable, resistant to wear and tear, and it allowed you to flip back and
forth between pages and to move more easily between different sections
of the text.

Ihe second important epoch in our story is Johannes Gutenberg’s inven-
tion of moveable type and the printing press around 1439, and its subse-
quent adoption throughout Europe and beyond. Printing with moveable
type is described in more detail in Chapter 1. Whereas previously rexcs
had to be laboriously copied by hand, printing made i possible to produce
large numbers of (reasonably) accurace copies much faster. Scholars debare
the narure and speed of print’s impact (sce Chapter 3) but there’s no debate
about the massive significance Omﬁﬁ.m:mﬂ.:rm for Western science and culture.
Tr became possible ro copy text faster, to produce large numbers of cop-
tes, and to disseminare them widely. Much time that had previously been
spent by scientists and scholars in copying was now freed up for research,
and where scholars had previously travelled to look at books, books now
increasingly cravelled to their readers. New ideas could reach larger audi-
ences more rapidly. The literature and w:oEHmQMm of previous rh..ﬁ:ﬁ:‘_.nm

could inereasingly be encountered first hand rather tha mediaced through
g
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oral rradition, and the scriprures could be read by believers rather than
mediated to them through sermons and other kinds of oral teaching.
Nor was print used only for books: a wide range of other printed 35.7
ter, like song-sheets, posters, and proclamations also appeared. Print did
not immediately displace manuscript books, which continued to Q.F.:_mnn.
alongside printed volumes. Bur with the invention of print, the history of
the book moved into a new epoch.

Although printed books were produced in quite large numbers ld.ojzmr-
out the sixteench and seventeenth centuries in Europe, they remained fairly
expensive and their circulation was confined to a literate elite, usually con-
centrated geographically around the court and/or major centres of learning,
‘The chird important epoch in the history of the book occurred over the
course of at least a century, beginning in the late eighteenth century, as
the amount of printed matter that was produced msﬂ.nmm& dramacically
and rhe cost of print gradually decreased. There are a number of reasons
for this: changes in copyright law, rising literacy rates, improvements in
technology that industrialized print production (discussed in Chaprer 1),
and the opening of non-local markets, among others. In several waves that
began at the end of the eighteenth century and continued to the end of
the nineteenth, print saturated European culture. The default assump-
tion became that most people would engage with print. From around 1800
onwards, it makes sense to speak of the Wesr (and, in due course, most of
its colonial territories) as a “print culture.”

For a long time, then, print was the default mechod for publicly circulat-
ing knowledge, information, and entercainment. Printed books and orher
_u_.,_.:_. matter played an important role in studying, working, and relaxing.
Print had always co-existed with manuscript and oral forms of transmitting
informartion, but from the mid-nineceenth century onward, print increas-
ingly co-existed with a wider range of media. This is our fourth (and cur-
rent) epoch, when princ faces competition from an array of new media.
The phortograph, telegraph, typewriter, phonograph, telephone, cinema,
radio, and eventually relevision are just some of the new media that emerged
as other important means of communication, displacing the centrality of
print. The story continues with the introduction of personal computing
in the late twentieth century and with the rise of digital technology in the
last 30 years, which has once again shifted the media ecology in which the
book exists. Some people have been prompted to produce gloomy elegies

about the death of the book, the demise of print, or the end of serious

INTRODUCTION

reading. Others have worried about the differences between reading on the
page and reading on the screen, suggesting that screens—especially when
they belong to Interner-enabled devices—make us worse readers. For a long
time, these assertions had lictle hard data to back them up. Now, however,
studies are starting o emerge abour e-book sales, reading parrerns, and
the effect of screen reading on how well people underscand whar they read
and how much they retain, Digital mnnr:c_ow_.mm are ~‘n<or.5.o_:.m_.”._m how
we interact with, and think abou t, books. We discuss these &mqn_o_u_zm_:m
in more derail in Chapter 5.

Justas che book has raken many forms, so has reading: silently or aloud,
perusing many books or repeatedly returning to the same one, paying close
ateention or skimming. When exacrly the practice of silent reading began
is a matter of dispute. In St Augustine’s Confessions, written at the end of
the fourth century cE (just as the codex form was starting to gain ground
over the scroll), Augustine describes Ambrose, his teacher, reading silently.
He recalls how “[w]hen [Ambrose] read, his eyes scanned the page and his
heart sought our the meaning, but his voice was silent and his rongue was
still” Augustine seems to have found silenr reading unusual enough to be
worth commenting on. Before this, he implies, most people vocalized the
text when they read, even if they were reading ro themselves. Children
learning to read sill say words our loud as they read them today. There is
some evidence of silent reading as far back as classical Greece: Plutarch tells
astory in the first century ck about Alexander the Grear reading silently.
Many historians argue, however, thar silent reading rook a long rime to
become E_.&nmw_.nmn_. Even when silent _.mm%.:m became more common, read-
ing aloud conrinued to be practised in a variery smmonz:mm. People read
aloud in universicy lectures, in services of worship, and to their families;
monks read aloud to their communities L:E.:mh shared meals; and servants
read ro cheir employers. Reading aloud has always been how written texcs
are disseminated to the il iterare, bur literate people have often chosen to
be read aloud to as well. Since the rwentieth century, audiobooks have pro-
vided a new version of reading aloud.

Historians om._.omn_,m:m sometimes m_.m_.._.:m:_.mr between “intensive” and
“extensive” reading, Reading "inten sively” means returning to a small num-

.

ber of books again and again, whereas reading’ extensively” involves reading
amuch larger number of books (or other printed matter), and often read-
ing them only once. There are several reasons why you might read inten-

sively. When books were very expensive and labour-intensive to produce
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(especially when they had to be copied by hand), most Waow_n had access
to very few books. People often read these books intensively because they
didn’t have access to any other reading matter. As a result, they came ro
know their bocks well and invested significant emorional energy in them.
Another reason why people read intensively has to do with the _..o:nn:m.
of the written material. Sacred books may be read repeatedly as part of
devotional practice, while a textbook might be read intensively to prepae
for an exam. Children often read (or are read to) in this way, asking for the
same story over and over again. {They also consume other H.:r.r.:w :53.:-
sively,” watching the same movie repeatedly.) Many of us have favourite
bools that we return to regularly. Extensive reading is a response to Easy
access to reading matter and has often been associated with the prolifera-
tion of print. Historians of reading have at times suggested mrm.n the _imm.o@
of reading can be told as a transition from intensive to extensive reading.
‘With more printed marter in circulation, most people’s reading experience

shifted trom condirions of scarcity to condirions of relative plenty. By the

end of the eighteenth century, the sense of information overload—already
experienced by scholars in the early modern period—becamea ..maﬁﬁ.n:unm.
concern. But historians of reading have also identified a whole range of
problems with and exceptions to this narrative. We prefer to think about
intensive and extensive reading as describing a set of pracrices that have
long co-exisred, and thar also co-exist in the lives of individual readers.
.HE:, history of reading also raises questions about the nature or LC&?N
of attention irself. One form of reading may be described as “arrenrive
reading—an immersive, _o:m\mcﬁ._d. and linear practice, such as #.mm&:m a
novel from beginning to end, with care and thought. This kind of reading
might be supported by annoration, note taking, highlighting, or copying,
all of which manifest a certain level of intellectual engagement with a texe.
Alrernartively, immersive reading might mean that you are incapable of
stopping to add a note, and even that you are able to read EE._O_..: _u.m_srm
distracced by your environment. This kind of reading seems qualicatively
different from whar has been described as “hyperreading,” which includes
scarching, filtering, skimming, and _Su_uﬁ.:ﬁ_a:._m. all ways in which we
::.mrﬁ read a newspaper, magazine, or website CIT&;@? Broadview Reader
in Book History [hereafter BRBH] 491—510; see below for this referencing
formar). Srudies using eye-tracking sofrware have shown that we tend to
scan web pages in an F parrern, our eyes moving quickly down rhe lefe-hand

: o ; ) o N ull
side and flicking occasionally across che screen as we skim efheiently to
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out the informarion we need. Canny web designers capitalize on this, put-
ting the most important informartion (or the most lucrarive advertisements)
where we're most likely to look. These different modes of reading suggest
thar the ways in which we read are not always the choice of the reader but
are rather cued by the different marerial forms our reading marerial rakes.
Although “hyperreading” might sound like an inferior version of reading,
we think of it as a strategy, a positive set of skills thar we use to negotiare
informarion overload.

This survey of different reading practices tells us that people read in
different ways for different reasons, and cthat they have always done so.
Someone might read a chriller to relax before going to bed, a textbook to
become more _f,:oé_on_mnuzp a magazine to pass the time in an airporr,
a bible in search of spiritual edification, and an eroric story because they
hope it will be sexually arousing. One person can swirch between intensive
_.nu&sm and extensive ~.nm&:@ as well as berween _.mm&:m on the screen
and reading on the page. Book history can study all these modes of reading
and the books cthat make them possible. Book historians sometimes have
strong actachments ro the printed codex or to particular kinds of reading.
But book history as a field of study isn't commitred to any one form of
the book, or any particular kind of reading. Trs methods can be applied to
manuscripts and electronic texts, to the most intensive kind of devotional
reading and the mosr cursory skimming, ro the mose expensive books and
the cheapest, the oldest and the newest.

Although you can certainly read it on its own, we have designed this
book to be read alongside the Broadview Reader i Book History, As men-
tioned above, we refer to the essays in that book using the abbreviarion
BRBH. Like that book, this one is divided into five sections. Chapter 1,
..zmnn_.mmr.ﬂ\.: considers how our ::&E.ﬂm:&:m of baoks is transformed
when we think of them not simply as “transparent” vehicles for the texts
they contain but as marerial artefaces, It introduces the idea that books
convey messages not only through the texts they contain bur also through
their marerial teatures, which book hiscorians call the .._.iv:cm,.m_.;:.m code.”
In order to decipher this code, we have to understand moEn&::m about bib-

liography—rthe study of books as macerial objects—and about how books
were made on the handpress, as well as about how the features we're familiar
with, such as the title page, rook shape historically. This chaprer introduces
those topics. Chaprer 3, :How.mzm:nv\... is about how, when the same work

appears in different books (or magazines, manuscripts, and so on), one texe
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often varies in small bur important ways from anocher. Scholarly editors
try to reconstruct why those variants appear and to produce the best new
edition of the work that they can. This chapter explains how they do thar,
and, since editors don't always agree about how best to proceed, it outlines
some of the ways in which they disagree. Chaprer 3, “Printing and Reading,”
examines the conceptual models and historical narrarives that have been
developed to help us understand some of the social, economic, religious, and
polirical impacts of print. This chapter also explores che history of reading,
focusing on long-standing attemprs to control reading, and the method-
ological challenges presented by studying practices that often leave no trace.

Chapter 4, “Intermediality,” considers the book as one medium within a
much larger media ecology. Drawing upon the fields of new media studies
and communication theory, this chaprer argues for the need to understand
the book intermedially, that is, to situate it among other forms of commu-
nication technology, such as oral, manuscript, and visual culrure. Chapter s,

“Remediating,” considers how digital media are transforming the aspects
ot book history and book culture covered in the first four chapters. Many
new digital innovations might prompt us-to think not only abour whether
digical media are displacing print media but also abour how the printed
boolk has interacred _imﬁoinu:w with other media. In this chapter, we also
think about how digital media offer new possibilities for studying books
from the past. The book concludes with a chronology, glossary, and guide
to furcher reading; words chat appearin the rm_;cmmug are bolded in che rext.

Partly as a resule of the media shifts examined in Chapter 5, now is a great
time to study book history. For over 500 years in the West, a particular form
of the boole—rthe printed codex—has been woven into the very fabric of our
lives. It has been the default medium for publicly circulating information
and entercainment and has struccured the work, leisure, and religious devo-
tion of countless people. When anything becomes as ubiquitous as this—a
discourse, a medium, a technology, or a set of ideas—it becomes difficult
to make it an object of inquiry. Its so pervasive that we can't really step
back and see it clearly. Now, as the cultural centrality of the prinred codex
is challenged, we are prompred to reassess its value. We are also gaining a
new perspective on the printed codex as a material form, which allows us
betrer ro analyse its merits and shortcomings as a technology for information
storage, circulation, and retrieval, to siruate it in the long history of media
change, to think about how it differed from the forms of the book that came

before, and to contemplare how it mighr differ from what is to come.

CHAPTER I

MATERIALITY




