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Reading in Action

Textuality has therefore become the exact antithesis and displace-
ment of what might be called history. Textuality is considered to
take place, yes, but by the same token it does not take place
anywhere or anytime in particular. It is produced, but by no one
and at no time. It can be read and interpreted, although reading
and interpreting are routinely understood to occur in the form of
misreading and misinterpreting. The list of examples could be
extended indefinitely, but the point would remain the same. As it
is practiced in the American academy today, literary theory has
for the most part isolated texuality from the circumstances, the
events, the physical senses that made it possible and render it
intelligible as the result of human work.

Edward Said, “Secular Criticism™"

General statements in humanities disciplines [...] are neither
enunciations of general laws which are testable by experiment,
as in the physical sciences, nor are they probabilities expressed in
statistical form as in the social sciences. Often, in current practice
they turn out to be deliberated hypotheses; historical scholarship
is a department of rhetoric. In particular, whatever general claims
we may like to make about “The Renaissance reader” cannot be
assumed in advance to apply to any given individual act of
reading.

Harold Love, “Early Modern Print Culture”

! Edward Said, “Secular Criticism,” in The Edward Said Reader, ed. M. Bayoumi and
A. Rubin (New York: Vintage Books, 2000), pp. 221-2.
2 Harold Love, “Early Modern Print Culture,” Parergon 20.1 (January 2003), 45.
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his is a book about individual acts of reading. Writing it has been

possible only because reading in early modern culture sometimes
left traces, and sometimes those traces are decipherable. In the past
twenty years or so there has been a revolution in bibliographical studies
which has involved noticing what had been unnoticeable and finding
evidence in the hitherto irrelevant; so that habits of reading, manifested
in various marks and marginalia, have become as central to the nature of
the book as format and typography, watermarks and chain lines. The
recent history of the book, in this construction, is not merely a history of
print technology; more important, the history of any particular book
does not conclude with its publication. Much significant recent work in
the field focuses on readers, booksellers, and collectors, rather than on
printers and publishers, on bindings and inscriptions rather than on foul
papers (rough drafts), copy texts, scribes, and compositors, and views the
print revolution as, in significant ways, a reading revolution, a revolution
not only of technology but also of dissemination and reception.

My focus here is on a particular aspect of this history of the book, an
archaeology of the use of margins and other blank spaces, a sociology of
reading and writing in relation to ownership. What did early modern
people write in their books, and how can we, as historians of both the
book and literature, take it into account? One of the most common-
place aspects of old books is the fact that people wrote in them,
something that until very recently has infuriated modern collectors
and librarians. But these inscriptions constitute a significant dimension
of the book’s history; and one of the strangest phenomena of modern
bibliophilic and curatorial psychology has been the desire for pristine
copies of books, books-that reveal no history of ownership (modern
first editions especially lose a large percentage of their value if they have
an owner’s name on the flyleaf, unless the owner is very famous, or the
name is part of an inscription from the author). It has not been
uncommon for collectors to attempt to obliterate early marginalia, as
if to restore the book’s virginity. A 1997 catalogue of the venerable
London bookseller Bernard Quaritch lists a first edition of Areopagitica
with two manuscript corrections, which are “very faint [...] all but
washed out during some restoration in the past.”> The same corrections

3 Bernard Quaritch (London), Catalogue 1243 (1997), item 50.



