
BOOKS!!
ECL 596: Professor Jessica Pressman


Fall 2025 

Day 13: Methods— Darnton and Media 
Archaeology… and Modernism too!





• Halloween extra credit—- see Extra Credit page


• Tuesday in DH Center! 

• Reading/watching ELit- how to


• -Questions about HOW to GET and READ Between Page and Screen? 

ADMIN



Discussion 

• Questions/take-aways from Special Collections lab?

• Topics to discuss today??



Provides a history of the field “the history of 
books,” which emerges from:

Study of 19th C bibliography in England (8)

1960s France “Annales school” (9)

Robert Darnton,  
“What is Book History?”(1982)



Book history is a 
“communication 
circuit” (11)

Robert Darnton (1985)



Robert Darnton, “What is the History of Books” 
(1982)

“Models have a way of freezing human beings out of history. To put some flesh and blood on this 
one, and to show how it can make sense of an actual case, I will be applying it to the publishing 
history of Voltaire’s…” (11)

-book seller’s order: “just enough copies of them to make up a crate of fifty pounds, the minimum 
weight for shipment at the cheaper rate charged by the wagoneers” (13)



“But printed books generally pass through the same life cycle. It could be described as a 
communication circuit that runs from the author to the publisher… the printer, the 
shipper, the bookseller, and the reader. The reader completes the circuit becuase he 
influences the author both before and after the act of composition.  Authors are reader 
themselves” (10-11 )

-Comparative and international (22): “the history of books must be international in scale 
and interdisciplinary in a method” (22) 
 

Robert Darnton, “What is the History of Books” 
(1982)= Feedback Loop



Robert Darnton, “What is the History of Books” 
(1982)



History of Books= 
Interdisciplinary

“Books also refuse to be contained within the 
confines of a single discipline when treated as 
objects of study” (22)

“studied from a comparative perspective across 
the whole range of historical disciplines” (22)



Media Archaeology

- media archaeology “excavates the 
technological conditions of the 
sayable and thinkable and strongly 
critiques narrative media history” (4) 

-in media archaeology, “seemingly 
forgotten moments in the history of 
the media we glibly call ‘old’ can be 
rediscovered and transformed” (9)



Media Archaeology
-“media archaeology is by nature a 
‘discipline’ of reading against the grain,
a hermeneutic reading of the “new” against 
the grain of the past, rather than telling of 
the histories of technologies from past to 
present.” (3)

“The past is brought to the present, and the 
present to the past; both inform and explain 
each other, raising questions and pointing 
to futures that may or may not be” (15)



Foucault’s “archaeology”



The Dead Media 
Project

• Bruce Sterling 1995



Reading  
technologies





MODERNISM



WHAT IS MODERNISM?

• An experimental, avant-garde style movement in the 
arts that began in the early years of the 20th C. but was 
most prevalent and influential between World War I and 
World War II.  Influenced by psychoanalysis, 
primitivism, and the speed of modern life and its media 
forms, they experimented with formal representations 
of self and consciousness, introducing such aesthetic 
techniques as stream-of-consciousness, Imagism, and 
cinematic montage. 



EXPERIMENTS IN ART ACROSS ART FORMS 



EXPERIMENTS IN ART ACROSS ART FORMS 



Cubism

Georges Braque

Max Weber, “Woman in Tents” (1913) 

Georges Braque, “Musical Instruments” 1908

Pablo Picasso,  
“Three Musicians”  

(1921)



Wassily Kandinsky, Composition VII  
1913, oil on canvas (Tretyakov Gallery, 
Moscow)

Pablo Picasso, Gertrude Stein, 
1906

Piet Mondrian, Composition with Yellow, Blue, and Red  
1921, oil on canvas (Tate Gallery, London)



ARCHITECTURE

AN EXAMPLE: CLOSE READ



BETWEEN THE WARS

▸ World War I (1914-1918) 

▸ The Great War, The War to End All Wars 

▸ mechanized warfare (gas, tanks, airplanes, radio) 

▸

WHAT WAS MODERNISM?



A RESPONSE TO THIS HISTORICAL CONTEXT

ART AS AVANT-GARDE

• Burgeoning of Movements, of Collectives:  
 
“the artists saw themselves as belonging to 
movements, to larger-than-individual pursuits guided 
by articulated principles” 
 
—Michael Levenson, Modernism (Yale UP, 2011)



1914

▸ June 20, 1914 and July 15, 1915 

▸ Wyndham Lewis and Ezra Pound



ICONOGRAPHY: LITERATURE AS ART/DESIGN



TYPOGRAPHY & APPEARANCE



VORTICIST MANIFESTO

▸     Our Cause is NO-MAN'S. 

▸     We set Humour at Humour's throat. Stir 
up Civil War among peaceful apes. 

▸     We only want Humour if it has fought 
like Tragedy. 

▸     We only want Tragedy if it can clench its 
side-muscles like hands on its belly, and 
bring to the surface a laugh like a bomb. 

▸



WYNDHAM LEWIS AS ARTIST
▸ “Workshop” (1914-5)

▸ “Ezra Pound” (1939)



The Black Page

Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (published in nine 
volumes, 1759-1767)



Marbled Page

first edition

Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of 
Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (published in 
nine volumes, 1759-1767)



1967



Emily Dickinson



Tree of Codes (2010) 
Jonathan Safran Foer



Johnathan Safran Foer, Tree of Codes 
(2010)







“On the brink of the end of paper, I was attracted 
to the idea of a book that can’t forget it has a 
body.”

 

--Jonathan Safran Foer in a New York Times interview 
with Stephen Heller (11/24/2010)







Take aways/questions?


