
Introduction: Reading Matter 

LEAH PRICE 

LEAH PRlCE is professor of English at Har- 

vard Univ~rsity, where she codirect5 an 

intcrdisc~pl~nary seminar on the h~story of 

the book. Her books include The AnthoE- 
ogy and the Rise of the Novel (Cambridge 

UP, 2000) and Literary Secretarrer / Src- 
r~rorral Cultur~ (Ashgate, 2005, coed~tcd 

with Pamela Thursrhwell). She is working 

on two mono~raphs forthcoming from 
Princclon University Prers, The Slmo- 

grophic Imafmation and Reader's Bhck 
Thc Uxe of Rooks in Victorion Culture. 

ARLY IN THOMAS HARDY'S NOVEL DESPERATE REMEDIES, THE 
narrator announces his intention "to turn now to the more 
material media through which this story moves" (36). Today, 

literary criticism is making that turn. There's nothing new about at- 
tention to the material media of texts (from stone to paper); nor is 
an interest in the movement of stories-their circulation, transmis- 
sion, and reception-a recent invention. Bibliography, paleography, 
and editing have been central to scholarship (and not just literary 
scholarship) since at least the fifteenth century. In the twentieth, the 
book stood at the center of the analytical bibliography developed in 
the anglophone world, the literacy statistics crunched by the Anna- 
listes, the biographies of authors and histories of publishing houses 
that provided later cultural theorists with their raw material, and the 
social-science fictions crafted by Walter Ong and Marshall McLuhan. 
Rut only in the past few decades have those enterprises coalesced 
into a discipline that owns up to a raft of aliases: hook history, print 
culture, media studies, textual scholarship. Its material media in- 
clude multivolume national histories of the book {one published in 
1982-86 in France, others in process in the United States and else- 
where'); a professional society with a prizewinning journal (Bonk 
History), a hyperactive discussion list (SHARP-~@listserv.indiana 
.edu), and a bulging IVeb site (www.sharpweb.org); and a growing 
canon of textbooks, anthologies, and degree programs.' 

So far, so tsiumphalist. According to  some media theorists, 
our working conditions will inevitably revive interest in past bib- 
liographic forms. In their account, the advent of the screen has 
made it harder to take the page for granted: the death of the book 
means the birth of its history (Winkler). Seth Lerer's afterword to 
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this special topic identifies one of the fallacies 
undergirding that narrative: that the book is 
history. If anything, electronic technologies 
have lent new life to old bibliographic forms. 
Online inventory systems made possible the 
rise of retailers like Arnazon.com in the same 
years when the spread of personal comput- 
ers drove up paper consumption (Gladwell). 
Nor is a sensitivity to material media uni- 

"the shift of the object of study within liter- 
ary criticism from texts to discourses has left 
open the question of .  . . how. . . changes in 
the material conditions of textual production, 
distribution, and reception affect the relation- 
ship between literature and other discourses" 
(6-7). McGill's disciplinary point could be 
rephrased in institutional terms: because 
successive waves of historicism and cultural 

versal, at least among the readership of this studies have washed every genre of written 
journal. On the first day of English class, discourse onto the shores of English depart- 
freshmen learn that "book" is a dirty word: ments, the path of least resistance for those of 
what they're reading needs now to be called us trying to find a home for our field is to treat 
a "text." This is more than a euphemism: one book history as a subset of literary criticism. 
refers to a material object, the other to a se- But what if it were the other way around? 
qnence of words. But it's fair to say that the What if, instead of asking what book history 
former continues to inspire many literary can do for literary criticism, we asked what 
critics with either embarrassment or ennui. literary theory can do for book history?Yn 
David Scott Kastan, himself an expert on that case, PMLA subscribers would need to  
early modern print culture, has even troped 
on our discipline's thirst for the "New" (as in 
Criticism and Historicism) to dub book his- 
tory "The New Boredom." 

In  that context, our four-part title may 
sound like a union of opposites. "Idean and 
"history": to the disciplines represented in the 
MLA, "book history" has come to stand for a 
materialist resistance to theory, to idealism, 
even to ideas. "Literature" and the "book": bib- 
liographers' failure to account for the specific- 
ity of the literary is all the more striking given 
how often their raw materials are borrowed 
from a canon established by literature depart- 
ments. Tn 1932, W. W. Greg declared, "Rooks 
are the material means hy which literature is 
transmitted; therefure bibliography, the study 
of books, is essentially the science of the trans- 
mission of literary documents" (115). Greg 
must have realized the weak link in his syl- 
logism: elsewhere he defined bibIiography as 
"the study of the material transmission of lit- 
erary and other documents" (qtd. in Glaister). 

How '"essential," in Greg's word, is lit- 
erariness to the history of the book, or bib- 
liographic form to an analysis of the literary? 
Meredith McCill has argued recently that 

recognize their discipline as  one srnalI corner 
af what D. F. McKenzie described as the "so- 
ciology of texts," with "texts" taken 

to include verbal, visual, oral, and numeric 
data, in the form of maps, prints, and music, 
of archives of recorded sound, of films, vid- 
eos, and anytcomputer-stored information, 
everything in fact from epigraphy to the lat- 
est forms of discography. (4) 

In other words, the kitchen sink. (McKen- 
zie was speaking at the British Library, an 
institution struggling to store and catalog 
the swelling number of nonhibliographic 
materials that come to it by legal deposit.) 
Whether or not you accept the expansion- 
ism that McKenzie uses to put a utopian face 
on information overload, it's beyond debate 
that those works we group under the rubric 
of "literature" have never made up more than 
a fraction of printed matter. Simon Eliot has 
calculated that according to the 1907 Census 
of Production in Britain, 

books were worth some 14% of the total 
value of print production (and that included 
manuscript books and ledgers). The two ar- 
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eas of largest value were. . . lobbing printing 
and periodical printing. The most common 
reading experience, by the mid-nineteenth 
century at latest, wouId most likely be the ad- 
vertising poster, all the tickets, handbills and 
forms generated by an industrial society and 
the daily or weekly paper. 

The scant attention devoted to tickets and 
handbiIls may suggest that book historians' 
case studies have been imported wholesaIe 
from whatever cognate discipline happens 
to carry the greatest institutional weight-in 
this case, literary criticism. Inevitably, that 
borrowing skews the generalizations that 
we draw about reading. A decade ago, Allen 
Renear chaltenged literary critics to account 
for the more mundane protocols of "office 
automation, textual editing, text processing 
software" (107); a year earlier, Paul Duguid 
argued that the paratext bould  take on a 
rather different history if we recognized that 
"forms of standardization ([such as] indexing, 
alphabetisation, page numbers) were refined 
first in the counting house before appearing 
in print" (71). 

Lorraine Piroux's discussion of  Franqoise 
de Graffigny's Lettres d'une Pkruvienne in this 
issue cuts across the divide that Duguid de- 
scribes. It does so by contesting the fantasies 
about writing that motivated both Enlighten- 
ment and twentieth-century critics' attempts 
to  distinguish Inca quipus (imagined as 
purely arithmetic or mnemonic in their func- 
tion) from the Western book (imagined as a 
purely instrumental vehicle for ideas). NeatIy 
inverting our title, PirouxS paper focuses on 
what might be called the history of literature 
and the idea of the book. Her interest lies less 
in writing practices than in the challenge that 
Iiterariness poses to theories of writing that 
render their own medium invisible. Grafigny 
replaces the Enlightenment idea1 of linguis- 
tic and bibliographic transparency, Piroux 
argues, by a double interest in the rnaterial- 
ity of the book and the opacity of the sign. 

Once books are placed in the hands of own- 
ers who recognize neither their language nor 
even their alphabet, illegibility throws their 
material attributes into relief. As with any 
purloined letter, we come to look at the book- 
object only once cultural difference prevents 
us from seeing through it. The Iess legible, the 
more visible-but also, in Piroux's analysis, 
the more literary. In Graffigny's novel, Piroux 
finds an allegory of the question that this is- 
sue tries to address: how to reconcile reading 
with seeing, and linguistic structures with 
bibliographic objects. 

Right up to the end of the last century, 
the culture wars were often fought as if both 
sides assumed historicism to be the opposite 
of formalism-the latter disputed in turn 
between impractical theorists and practi- 
cal critics who defined their object of study 
as "the words on the page." The problem 
was that the second half of the phrase rarely 
rose above the metaphorical; it remained for 
book history to upstage the text (a sequence 
of "words") by its tangible form (the "page"). 
When critics speak of "formalism," they 
usually mean verbal form; in contrast, book 
historians keep redrawing the boundary sep- 
arating the words themselves from extrinsic 
features such as spelling, spacing, and type- 
face. Far from replacing hermeneutics by ped- 
antry book history insists that every aspect of 
a literary work beats interpretation-e~en, or 
especially, those that look most contingent. 

For common readers no less than liternv 
critics, the text has traditionally been the end, 
the book (at best) the  means. Elaine Scarry 
has defined imaginative literature precisely by 
its power to drown out the significance that 
would otherwise be attached to its material 
form. Unlike music, sculpture, or painting, 
she points out, "verbal art, especially narra- 
tive, is almost bereft of any sensuous content. 
Its visual features . . . consist of monotonous 
small black marks on a white page." In  fact, 
Scarry argues, what little sensory response 
the book provokes is "not only irrelevant but 












