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1

Introduction: Material Matters
James Daybell and Peter Hinds

This book explores the significance of the physicality of manuscripts and
printed texts in the early modern period. By comprehensively focusing
on the material aspects and surrounding social practices of texts as a
new and valuable way of reading and decoding meaning that comple-
ments and augments analyses of content, it aims to provide a thorough
reassessment of the intrinsic natures of and developing relationships
between cultures of manuscript and print from the late-sixteenth through
to the start of the eighteenth century. The book takes an interdiscipli-
nary approach, and its central purpose is to foster vigorous dialogues
between print and manuscript studies, critical bibliography, codicology
and history of the book, palaeography and diplomatics, and social and
cultural history. As the first book of this nature to bring together mate-
rial readings of manuscript, print and orality in early modern culture
it sheds significant light on the ways in which we situate, read and
interpret texts. Taken as a whole, the volume examines a broad range
of texts from a material perspective. These texts (canonical and non-
traditional, print and manuscript) include letters, poetry, printed books
and pamphlets, a range of visual texts (such as engraved satirical prints
and playing cards), commonplace books and miscellanies, notebooks and
manuscript books, as well as sermons, religious writings and arithmetic
manuals. Individual chapters explore a range of important themes that
encompass the materials, practices and processes of literacy as well
as the technologies and tools of writing. The essays interpret the uses
of paper, quills, ink, desks and presses; they examine the significance
of watermarks, bindings, seals and handwriting, as well as the spacial
features and design of texts. They analyse the layout of the manu-
script and printed page, consider script and white space, interpret the
significance of type and typography and demonstrate the importance

1



2 James Daybell and Peter Hinds

of paratextual apparatus. They also consider the social context, space
and location of writing together with the social signs, codes and cues
inscribed within texts. Furthermore, women'’s writing and the gendering
of material forms are also taken account of here, as is the distribution
and dissemination of texts, the environments of reading and reception,
as well as marginalia and practices of reading. Broadly defined, then,
materiality relates not only to the significance of physical forms, but
also to the social materiality (or ‘sociology’) of texts: that is, the social
and cultural practices of manuscript and print and the contexts in which
they were produced, disseminated and consumed. Material matters are
thus central to a full understanding of a writer’s words as they appear in
handwritten and printed form.

Over the past twenty years or so, scholars have increasingly stressed the
importance of studying the material nature of texts as a crucial means
to gauging their full significance. Indeed, D. F. McKenzie has argued that
‘bibliographers should be concerned to show that forms effect meaning’,
that ‘the material forms of books, the non-verbal elements of the typo-
graphic notations within them, the very disposition of the space itself,
have an expressive function in conveying meaning’; and following his
lead Roger Chartier has noted that ‘form produces meaning’.! There has
been a steadily growing recognition that all interpreters of texts — not only
bibliographers — need to take full account of material forms. Attention to
the physical characteristics of texts has been especially pronounced in the
related (but at times remarkably insular) fields of manuscript studies and
history of the book. This volume naturally builds on the work of pioneer-
ing scholarship in the fields of manuscript and print studies (some of the
authors of which are represented by chapters here).2 While other studies
have necessarily stressed to some degree the significance of attending to
material forms, the importance of the present study is threefold: first, its
clear focus on the importance of materiality as a critical mode of reading
all early modern texts; secondly, the interdisciplinary dialogue that it
encourages between scholars of differing methodologies and approaches;
and, finally, in the important groundwork that it lays in starting to think
about conceptualising what one means by ‘material’ readings, in the sense
of the physicality of texts as well as the materiality of the socio-cultural
contexts in which they were produced, transmitted and consumed.
Moreover, it is clear from emerging work in what is an exciting and
vibrant field that material concerns are far from being matters of marginal
inquiry, but instead represent a crucial way of properly understanding
early modern texts. The benefits of this form of material reading further
highlight the complexities of textual, social and cultural practice.



