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It has been suggested that critical study be concerned with the ‘material, aesthetic and ideological planes’ of texts. Discuss ‘bookhood’ as an aspect of the ‘material plane’ of texts and consider whether it may ever have relationships to the ‘aesthetic’ and ‘ideological’.

Specific attributes arising within the culture defines the emergence of civilisation, and one of the vital ingredients is the use of writing[footnoteRef:1]. The discovery of lost texts has thus allowed us to recover scores of missing information and reconstruct our history, and this is just one of the immense impacts that writing has had. Within critical theory discourse concerning literature, scholars focus on the ‘material, aesthetic and ideological’ planes of texts. A text is a readable written document on a physical medium with the function of communicating information, narrating and entertaining and is only understood as ‘book’ once the pages are bound.[footnoteRef:2] The study of bookhood is essential in understanding the experience of reading, as the experience is affected by the medium of which they are encountered. The following essay will discuss bookhood considering the interconnectivity of material, aesthetic and ideological – providing a brief glimpse into the complexity of books and their study. Book historians focus on understanding the place of books and reading with individuals and cultures in the past, present and future.[footnoteRef:3] This discourse continues to deepen in intricacy constantly as researchers from various disciplines approach from their perspectives – new methods, according to Alexis Weedon, should be encouraged and sought after for the valuable insights they could provide.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Bruce G. Trigger, Understanding Early Civilizations: A Comparative Study, (Cambridge: Cambridge     University Press, 2007)]  [2:  David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery, An Introduction to Book History (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 2-3]  [3:  Ibid., p. 4]  [4:  Alexis Weedon, The Uses of Quantification in A companion to The History of the Book (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), p. 47] 

When considering the relationship between a books’ material, aesthetic and ideological planes, it is essential to contemplate structuralism. Structuralism focuses on how things are meaningfully organised and the complex relationships between them, stating that everything we say, do and perceive is based upon the principles that structure us.[footnoteRef:5] Things cannot be understood in isolation and must always be viewed within the context of their more substantial structures.[footnoteRef:6] Initially, this method emerged through the study of linguistics and argued that language could be restrictive in understanding concepts; thus different linguistic groups have different social systems and perceptions on the world. This means that language divides the phenomenal world in different ways and culture is structured and produced through language.[footnoteRef:7] Books, having been developed on the foundations of everything before, immortalise the discourse of the moment it was written but is relational to the socio-political, religious and historical context of its creation. Books are the material manifestation of languages’ immaterial structural principles that govern its’ culture. It is nearly impossible to avoid being near books, they are “the most widely dispersed artefacts in world culture and […] still the commonest form of transmitting information and knowledge.”[footnoteRef:8] [5:  Katie Gowen, ‘Semiotics and Structuralism’ in Routledge Companion to Critical Theory (London: Routledge, 2006), p. 3]  [6:  Peter Barry, Beginning Theory: an Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), p. 39]  [7:  Katie Gowen, ‘Semiotics and Structuralism’ in Routledge Companion to Critical Theory (New York: Routledge, 2006), p. 5-6]  [8:  T. H. Howard-Hill, ‘Why Bibliography Matters’ in A companion to The History of the Book (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), p. 9] 

To begin the discussion of ‘bookhood’, it is imperative to understand what is meant by a book. The history of communication is key to understanding this, and a model by Marshall McLuhan that divides its development into key stages proposed: 
1) the movement from oral to written cultures (subdivided into the development of the alphabet, the acquisition of language, the creation of economic trading structures, the acquisition of writing tools – ink, paper, codices – and the fixing of systems of writing); 2) the movement from literary to printing (the development of manuscript culture, the development of printing, its gradual insertion into cultural and social institutions, its provision of materials for mass consumption within an increasingly industrialized society); and 3) the movement from print to computer-generated content (a transformative phase we are currently experiencing).[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery, An Introduction to Book History (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 17.] 

The common codex paved the way for the book, having replaced the long-winding rolls of parchment with “a collection of leaves hinged at the left […] given paper covers, or none, or covers of cloth, pasteboard, plastic, leather, or even human skin.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  T. H. Howard-Hill, ‘Why Bibliography Matters’ in A companion to The History of the Book (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), p. 9] 

In academic discourse, several theories observe books as objective material items. Marxist cultural theory, a form of historical materialism, is focused on the materiality of writing, book production and reading. Analytical bibliography is interested in the making of the book, its physical composition and the mechanics of the printing process, book production and history of printing methods. Thus, bibliography is concerned with manuscripts, the study of paper, ink and the form of script, to understand how the editor adapted the original work. There is also interest in the relationship in which the text is transmitted; concerned with the materiality of a book to ensure content is transferred efficiently. Bibliographers, however, often ignored the broader context and the social implications of books.[footnoteRef:11] Later in the discipline, it is decreed that the meaning of the text is always produced for its historical and social context.[footnoteRef:12] Northrop Frye paid particular attention to “the socially symbolic power of the book as a physical artefact” and also had “various explorations of the metaphorical possibilities of this artefact”.[footnoteRef:13] This demonstrates the philosophical dimension of understanding bookhood and the intricacy of the topic, highlighting that the book is much more than the materials it is made from. These materiality methods are reminiscent of Igor Kopytoff’s Biography of an Object[footnoteRef:14], which proposes methodology focusing on the identity of the item. ‘Bookhood’ implies the identity of the book – what makes a book, a book? What gives this book its’ own identity? [11:  David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery, An Introduction to Book History (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 10.]  [12:  Ibid., p. 11]  [13:  Travis Decook, "Northrop Frye And The Book As Metaphor And Material Artefact", University Of Toronto Quarterly, 81.1 (2012), p. 39-39. <https://doi.org/10.3138/utq.81.1.037>]  [14:  Igor Kopytoff, ‘The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process’, The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. by Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), pp. 64–92 <http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511819582.004>] 

Eloquently and cynically defined as ‘tree flakes encased in dead cow’[footnoteRef:15], books have been capturing imaginations for centuries and, if you were to ask the public while on a high-street, it would be undoubtful that some will describe books in a magical, adoring way, while others will scoff at the idea of reading a book. To the modern mind, books might appear outdated, ancient forms of communication sharing. This is not quite the case. The concept of a book is relatively new, and according to the developmental progress paradigm, more primitive forms make way for more advanced types that build on the foundation of the former – the printed book succeeded the paper codex, who had replaced manuscript codex. The codex had its foundation in the proto-books of clay tablets of the cuneiform script and the papyrus rolls of hieroglyphs.[footnoteRef:16] In the Western world, a chronological narrative is the standard formula for historical works, and so, this discussion begins in prehistory. The story of the book has its beginnings set in the fertile lands of Mesopotamia, where the rise of writing as an economic tool saw to the rise of complex civilisation. The material conduits for scribed data were standardised after long-term experimentation, consisting of trial and error, revealed the most effective and ergonomic material for the geographical region that suited the function of knowledge transfer across space and time[footnoteRef:17]. However, Kotula and Curie-Sklodowska argue that the use of symbols and pre-writing forms to convey knowledge and express ideas can be traced back to the Paleolithic, a time of cultural progress bearing characteristics of attempts to communicate and store information[footnoteRef:18]. Due to books being functionality focused on transmitting knowledge across space-time, an artefact can be included in the category of ‘book’[footnoteRef:19]. It is with this notion in mind that Kotula and Curie-Sklodowska declare Homo sapien neanderthalensis and Homo sapien sapien to be primary authors of primitive written communication and thus may have indirectly influenced the stylisation of contemporary books due to the human tendency of imitation[footnoteRef:20]. [15:  Mitchell, W., City of Bits: space, place, and the infobahn, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995), p. 56]  [16:  Sebastian Kotula and Maria Curie-Sklodowska, Origins of the Book: Early Beginnings (Lublin: International Journal of the Book, 2019), p. 1]  [17:  Ibid., p. 1]  [18:  Ibid., p. 1, 4]  [19:  Ibid., p. 3]  [20:  Ibid., p. 5] 

After cave walls, there was symbolic silence from the ancients until the emergence of civilisation in the Fertile Crescent. Cuneiform, the wedge-shaped script of the Sumerians, belonged on the medium of clay tablets; the hieroglyphs of Egypt were initially on stone monuments, and even in later Egyptian history, the script was limited to sacred texts; papyrus was used later in the world of antiquity followed by the use of parchment in the medieval period. These were rolls and often proved impractical – The English lawbook Glanvill, a roll created in the thirteenth century, was said to be eight feet long.[footnoteRef:21] Parchment manuscripts dominated the “medieval millennium”[footnoteRef:22] developed from privileging clerical Latin rolls to the lay-people multi-languaged and literacy level codices. Although Christian teachings remained at the heart of literature due to enforcement from the priestly class, the market expansion was so extensive that literacy by the 1300s was common;  [21:  M. T. Clanchy, ‘Parchment and Paper: Manuscript Culture 1100-1500’ in A companion to The History of the Book ed. by Simon Eliot and Jonathon Rose (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), p. 194]  [22:  Ibid., p. 194] 

Before 1100, book production had been primarily ecclesiastical and monastic. By 1400, it was mainly commercial, whether it was aimed at the schools and the professions […] or at the wealthy lay people in town and country.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  M. T. Clanchy, ‘Parchment and Paper: Manuscript Culture 1100-1500’ in A companion to The History of the Book ed. by Simon Eliot and Jonathon Rose (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), p. 204] 

The consumption of books eventually saw the development of the printing press[footnoteRef:24] – this eventually became an art form within its own right[footnoteRef:25], raising the status attributed to owning a book after it had been made so common. [24:  Ibid., p. 195]  [25:  Rob Banham, ‘The Industrialization of the Book 1800-1970’ in companion to The History of the Book (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), p. 273] 

Social critics saw the dramatic increase in the consumption of literature through various media and the acceptance of its incorporation within a capitalist, industrial process as a predicament for choice, diversity and quality[footnoteRef:26]. Literature has gradually expanded from scholarly works to include pseudo-science, amateur fiction and, in the contemporary period, internet memes; thus its content as a whole is decreasing in intellectual quality and authority. Nascent academics housed in today’s universities must wade through the body of literature with keen eyes to avoid academic blunders based on erroneous source material. When asked, students may state that some authoritative sources are unenjoyable or challenging due to purposefully convoluted language that is outdated for contemporary readers. In the developed world, books are not the only medium and students are instead encouraged to get accustomed to on-screen reading, to keep up with updating technology. It appears that the future of the book has a crucial issue of aliteracy: “those who can read but will not read books.”[footnoteRef:27] Contrastingly to the criticism, Northrop Frye believed print “possesses the ‘unique power of staying around to be read again,’ which is ‘the primary safeguard of an open society’”[footnoteRef:28] indicating his inclination towards literacy and access to books as being necessary for cultural and individual development. [26:  David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery, An Introduction to Book History (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 124]  [27:  Ibid., p. 127]  [28:  Frye, Northrop, The Critical Path (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1986), p. 154 as cited in Decook, Travis, "Northrop Frye And The Book As Metaphor And Material Artefact", University Of Toronto Quarterly, 81 (2012), p. 41. <https://doi.org/10.3138/utq.81.1.037> ] 

When human history is taught, it’s said that books were shaped and created by economic, political and social factors[footnoteRef:29]; that the winner or the elite wrote books. In truth, reading and writing have mostly remained restricted to a small, elite, group consisting of bureaucrats, scribes and priests[footnoteRef:30]. Books, as previously discussed, must be understood within their context of creation and consequently are likely representations of the ideology possessed by the aristocracy of society. Ideology is also identified in language; it is said that culture can be read like languages due to the parallelism in the structures that govern them[footnoteRef:31]. Language is cultural, defined as such due to the cultural-linguistic diversity rather than a shared pan-human language that develops naturally, therefore it is wound intrinsically with socio-cultural affairs, identity and knowledge.[footnoteRef:32] Within the world of ancient Rome, the first lingua franca of the region was Greek due to the respect attributed to Grecian literature.[footnoteRef:33] The use of Greek as the foundation for Western literature, due to the expansion of the Roman Empire, causes that ideology to seep into any culture that is linguistically derived from, or convolutedly amalgamated with, to have linked ideologies. One of the dramatic changes caused by the Roman Empire in the Western world was the integration of Christianity. The impact of religion as a cultural driving force causes sacred texts and the ability to read them to grant both sacred and secular influence and power due to their transcendental nature.[footnoteRef:34] This enhanced the impact of, and the high-status ideology connected with, books and continued the dominating assertion of the authority of the state due to restricted authorship.   [29:  Sebastian Kotula and Maria Curie-Sklodowska, Origins of the Book: Early Beginnings (Lublin: International Journal of the Book, 2019), p. 6]  [30:  David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery, An Introduction to Book History (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 102]  [31:  Peter Barry, Beginning Theory: an Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), p. 47]  [32:  Simon Malpas and Paul Wake, Routledge Companion to Critical Theory (New York: Routledge, 2006), p. xi]  [33:  Dean J Argyris, "The Greek Influence On Rome | Greek Reporter Europe", Eu.Greekreporter.Com, 2013 <https://eu.greekreporter.com/2013/03/15/the-greek-influence-on-rome/> [Accessed 23 November 2019].]  [34:  David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery, An Introduction to Book History (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 103] 

The connection of language, literature and culture formulates a shared identity, often manifesting in nationality. Due to the social perception of books equalling high class, scholarly excellence, sacred connection and power, they were a valued commodity. As Finklestein and McCLeery state: 
By defining books as a cultural good, an educational necessity, a defence against the erosion of national language or identity, that state can support both proactively and passively their publication and reading.[footnoteRef:35]  [35:  Ibid., 130] 

The state can, therefore, enforce ideology beneficial for their individual, or sometimes entirely selfish, worldviews and goals through the medium of literature. Critics have also stated writing serves the institutional power and is used for political gain, class structure enforcement and cultural colonisation.[footnoteRef:36] As Finklestein and McCleery state clearly; “‘cultural status’ is acquired, lost or retained by literary elites”.[footnoteRef:37] As books became more accessible and people increasingly literate, the texts began a stirring that caused questioning of the dogma, emancipation from authority and the clarification of a “new sense of identity.” [footnoteRef:38] Despite the improving accessibility, do not be fooled into thinking that this meant the average common-or-garden working class could own a book – the privilege was still restricted to the wealthy or those truly passionate about reading[footnoteRef:39]. Due to the states’ concern with literature, peoples have been known to grow cautious of published works. However, there is very little political censorship in British books now, despite popular belief.[footnoteRef:40] The book, however, is productive in displaying how the means of consumption and production impact literature’s authority and meaning.[footnoteRef:41] [36:  Ibid., p. 5]  [37:  Ibid., p. 22]  [38:  Ibid., p. 108]  [39:  Ibid., p. 110]  [40:  Ibid., p. 130]  [41:  David Greetham, ‘What is Textual Scholarship?’ in A companion to The History of the Book ed. by Simon Eliot and Jonathon Rose (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), p. 30] 

The modern literature market is often enhanced by the creation of book-based movies or television shows. Books can be re-released with special edition covers and reach international audiences – English books often rank high in book billboard charts despite being made available in non-English native speaking countries.[footnoteRef:42] This opens literature to make the content more accessible and accommodating to contemporary audiences while affirming its’ place within popular culture. The explosion of the use of memes on social media has caused the immortalisation of certain literature-based movie moments causing people who have never directly interacted with literature to be knowledgeable of its content. Concerning ideology, the accessibility and variety of mediums transmitting it means it reaches an immensely broad and diverse audience, often on international levels. This has led some critics to highlight the globalisation of cultures through the sharing of literature mediums.  [42:  David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery, An Introduction to Book History (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 125.] 

Previously, it was noted that the book is considered a prestigious commodity. To observe the theory of Igor KoPut, simply but incompletely, by Finklestein and McCleery: “the manuscript, a collectable commodity, gave way to the printed book, a tradeable commodity.”[footnoteRef:43] This highlights the decrease in value from the handcrafted elegance of a manuscript to the mass-production of printed books. However, this does not account for modern readers passionate about book collections, who will seek out limited edition prints or even the aesthetic of a book series all sharing the same cover design. Readers still passionately collect books; their presentation increases the aesthetic of the room as well as conveying identity through the content of such books, and they are a great conversation starter and, seemingly contrastingly, perfect for escapism and relaxation. Even with the rise of the unattractive but innovative, useful and economic e-reader, printed books are still often prized collections. Books are identified as precious commodities - not for their economic value but for the knowledge they grant the individual and community[footnoteRef:44].  [43:  Ibid., p. 5]  [44:  David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery, An Introduction to Book History (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 110] 

Publications, such as paperback, hardback, leather-bound hardbacks, limited editions and e-files, still have substantial cultural implications and have different value and prestige attributed to them. This is often connected with the beauty of the book. A common saying in English is; ‘don’t judge a book by its’ cover’. It is intended to by a metaphor highlighting that you should withhold judgment until you know the full context, yet, most readers will tell you that they instinctively judge books by their covers and are drawn to those that are aesthetically appealing. The aesthetic quality of the book is presumed to be linked to the prestige of the book – Ellen Dissanayake suggested that humanity should have been named Homo aestheticus, proposing that the allure to the aesthetic is intrinsically bound to our evolution and a foundational driving force of culture[footnoteRef:45], so it is unsurprising that the ideology around beautiful books is associated with high status.    [45:  Dissanayake, Ellen (1995). Homo Aestheticus: Where Art Comes From and Why. University of Washington Press. ISBN 0295974796] 

To conclude, bookhood, and books, are incredibly complex when studied under the critical eye of an academic. The complexity of books and bookhood has, in reality, barely been touched upon here. It is a topic that could be elaborated on for considerable more length. Nevertheless, the relationship between the ideological, material and aesthetic has been clearly defined – the correlation of social status and book ownership has created an intricate web of asserting power through language, in beautifully bound tomes. The millennia-old connection to literary being restricted to high-status individuals, producing authoritative information has formulated an aesthetic, magical and powerful notion of what a book is. This ideology is continuously enforced by the production of publications, socially bound in the hierarchy of prestige, asserted further by the material aesthetic of the edition and the material form of the text. All three planes are bound to each other in a multifaceted relationship that can barely be touched upon in a small essay, but there is the potential for a philosophical rabbit hole – as Megan Benton beautifully concludes; “As we become more aware of the rich, aesthetic powers of the book itself, beyond those of its text, our experiences as readers can only grow more full and meaningful.”[footnoteRef:46] The book holds powerful, individual yet contradictorily cultural identity, captivated within the woven strings of aesthetic, ideological and material.  [46:  Megan Benton, The Book as Art in A companion to The History of the Book (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), p. 507] 
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