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1. The discipline of bibliography
Critical theory is reflection on literature, criticism, and literary production.
1) Literary works are composed of language: they are discourses (parole), i.e. uses of language; they are texts that have a structure as a discourse.

2) Literature is encountered predominantly, and has been for the past five and a half centuries, through the medium of the printed book.
3) Reading of literature, and therefore also literary criticism, usually involves reading literary texts that are the result not only of printing but also of editing.
4) The production of literary texts historically has involved not only the process of literary creation by an author or authors, but also the process of transmission from ‘manuscript’ to printed book or literary journal and then possibly to a collected works or scholarly edition, and so on.
Marxism and the materiality of the book:
As we discussed previously, Marxist cultural theory, as a form of historical materialism, is interested by the materiality of writing, book production, and reading and has influenced views of literature and language as products of labour.

Bibliography and the materiality of the book:

1) Bibliography is ‘the art of looking at a book objectively, as a physical object’;
 writing about books as books, i.e. as material objects or artefacts, in which, often, we encounter texts. – RS, 1-2. It is ‘the study of the material transmission of literary and other documents’. 
 A bibliographer is one who makes a special study of the knowledge of books and of all that relates to the art of printing.
2) Bibliography understood in this way acquired its clearest formulation of principles through the work of Ronald Brunlees McKerrow (1872-1940), at the publishing house Sidgwick and Jackson, A.W. Pollard (1859-1944), at the British Museum (which then contained the British Library), and W.W. Greg (1875-1959), the Librarian of Trinity College, Cambridge. McKerrow, Pollard and Greg were all members of the Bibliographical Society (founded 1892); Pollard and Greg were founding members.
3) In 1945 the Bibliographical Society published its commemorative volume The Bibliographical Society, 1892-1942. Studies in Retrospect. The key to the subject was contributed by W.W. Greg in his chapter entitled ‘Bibliography – a retrospect’. In this, Sir Walter wrote: ‘To avoid ambiguity I would define “bibliography” to mean the study of books as material objects.’ He added that ‘bibliography has nothing whatever to do with the subject or literary content of the book’.
 To illustrate a distinction, Greg writes:

We habitually use the word ‘book’ in two completely different senses. If I threaten literally to throw a book at the head of an obstinate heretic, I mean by ‘book’ something quite different from what I do if I refer him to some book in order to effect his conversion. It is also I think true that the former sense of the word is the earlier, just as my reaction associated with it is the more primitive. The distinction here drawn is one that nobody would dispute once it is pointed out; it is not always so clearly recognized that it is the first sense that is alone relevant in bibliography.

4) Although bibliography is concerned with the physical problems and aspects of such material, ‘[t]he major interest will always lie in some relationship to the text which is being transmitted. […]; the concern with printed books as physical objects is in order that the text contained within them may be more effectively understood.’ – RS, 5.
5) Bibliography, then, ‘is concerned, in the case of a manuscript, with a study of the paper, ink, and form of script. With a printed book there is a need to study how a text (words and punctuation) given to a printer was affected by him when transferring it to the printed page’ or indeed the digital page.
 ‘Since, in Greg’s phrase, books are the “material means by which literature is transmitted”, then it seems not illogical to suggest that a close study of the materials may throw some light on the history of the text.’ – RS, 9.
[…] as soon as the author begins to set first drafts down on paper, the initial manuscript item is created and it is the first moment when there is anything of bibliographical significance. […] The growth of the text can be followed prior to any published form. In many instances one manuscript comes to occupy a pre-eminent position; the prompt-copy for use in the theatre or the polished version which [the author] sent to the printer. The first printed text will probably be made from that manuscript. Bibliography will then become concerned with the physical problems of those copies individually, with the relationship of all the copies of that first printing to each other and their relationship to the manuscript from which they all sprang. As months and years and generations go by, later printings will be based sometimes upon earlier printings, sometimes upon the original manuscripts and sometimes based very largely upon an editorial interpretation of what the author might conceivably have written. The province of bibliography is to attempt to understand and explain the complex relationship which now exists between perhaps dozens of printings, thousands of copies, and the probably small number of extant manuscripts and, above everything else, to relate all this to the text which it was the author’s original intention to have written. – RS, 5-6.
6) The concept of the text which the author intended to write, and the editorial aim to produce it, are not without contention. But one can make a distinction between different kinds of intention. The editor seeks to establish the text that the author intended to write, not the intended meaning of that text, for the latter is a matter for critical interpretation.
2. Printing
1) Analytical bibliography also refers to the making of the book, its physical composition, and thus with the mechanics of the printing press (invented in the fifteenth century) and of book production, and the history of printing methods.

In bibliography, as in many subjects, the great foundation study is historical. It is impossible to assess how a text has developed in relation to the materials of transmission unless the sequence of operations which produced that material object is well known. This entails a study of manuscript transmission, the methods of printing, of house practice at various periods, the background of publishing, of printing, of authorship, of bookselling. […] The background of historical bibliography is the one against which all other matters must be viewed. The sequence of operation which produce [sic] a variety of stages of the single text from manuscript drafts to latest printing all take place within a specific time scale. When that order of succession is unknown or unclear, then its establishment is a prime task of critical bibliography. The order of printed sheets from the press, the order of plates as they are pulled, the progressive deterioration of woodcuts or of plates, the priorities of nineteenth-century casings, all provide examples of the minutiae of historical evidence. – RS, 7-8.
2) Some bibliographical studies have given rise to the idea of a culture of a particular mode of communication such as oral or manuscript communication, or indeed print culture – a culture in which print predominates, but also perhaps a culture in which consciousness is constructed through print. Perceptions of language are altered in ways that are encouraged by the new medium of print, perhaps through an erosion of ‘presence’ from the textual record; a shift from sound to visual space; a reduction of language to a thing-like status. These may be ‘nothing more than tendencies that could well be resisted as realised in individual cognitive performances’. – HL, 74, 78.
3) Print culture might also be defined in terms of ‘a contexture of social and industrial relationships arising from, on one hand, the everyday activities of printing, publishing and distribution, and, on the other, the consumption of printed materials by their users’. – HL, 79.
4) A cycle of activities in the printing and publishing trades suggests itself, from production (manufacture in the print shop and bindery), distribution (by the bookseller to the customer and/or to the library), consumption (through reading), a stage of communal and individual digestion, and finally authorship as in part a response to what has been read.
5) How useful is this concept of print culture? We need to bear in mind that in the period 1500 to 1800, manuscript culture continued to thrive alongside print culture. Additionally oral culture was also much more than a residue. Rather there was an overall expansion of communication in which all kinds are carried forward. Furthermore it has been argued that ‘[…] we also need to acknowledge that the differences [between print, oral and manuscript cultures] could never have been as extreme as we imply when we allocate each of them to a distinct and independent consciousness or culture.’ – HL, 77.

6) While it may be significant on one level that you read a text in a book rather than a manuscript or a Kindle, there may be another level at which it would be insignificant, in the sense that engagement with certain discrete aspects of a text may be unaffected by the medium through which it was encountered. – HL, 77.
3. The discipline of book history
1) It has often been difficult for some to reconcile the notion that bibliography must have nothing whatever to do with the subject or literary content of the book with the idea of bibliography and textual studies. But the aspect of literary content with which (some argue) bibliography must disclaim any connection is that of critical evaluation. – RS, 9.

2) That said, the study of the book-hood of literature is relevant to an understanding of the experience of reading literature, in so far as some aspects of a text are likely affected by the medium through which they are encountered.
3) The historical background or context that is relevant to understanding books as material objects extends to the history of bookselling, bookbinding, the book trade, book collecting, libraries, literacy and reading practices.
4) There are cultural implications of different kinds of publication: paperback; leather bound hardbacks; limited editions. With these implications there may arise attendant attitudes towards the texts that we read.
5) ‘Before the second quarter of the nineteenth century, when mechanisation and mass production of books began to bring major changes to all aspects of their creation, every bookbinding, whatever its degree or quality, was an individually handmade object and its making and purchase therefore involved a series of active choices. In those choices lie meanings which are a part of the history of every book, and which are out to interpret today.’ – DP, 1.
6) ‘Every book, at every stage of its binding history (and books may often have had several rebindings or repair over time), passed through this sequence of choices, and the decisions that were made reflect something about the book, the binder and the owner. A binding’s quality may signify the regard in which the text is held, or the level of use it is expected to have, or it may say something about the owner’s taste and standing.’ – DP, 1.

4. Literature that draws attention to book-hood: Henry Vaughan’s ‘The Book’
1) In Hamlet, the play-within-the-play echoes quite deliberately the murder of King Hamlet by Claudius, which is supposed to have happened in the world of the Danish court, which is actually no less fictive but which surrounds and frames the travelling players’ performance. There is an ambiguous sense in which the deliberate echo simultaneously makes the surrounding action more ‘real’ and yet draws attention to its own fictive status. The latter function also draws attention to the surrounding play’s material and physical modes and means of production – physical actions on a wooden stage with material objects called properties (‘props’).
2) Similarly, some of the literature that has been encountered predominantly over the past five and a half centuries through the medium of the printed book, has deliberately drawn attention to its material book-hood.
3) The collection upon which the seventeenth-century Welsh poet Henry Vaughan’s reputation is largely based is Silex Scintillans (‘The Flashing Flint’), which was published in 1650 and again in 1655 with a second part consisting of an almost equal number of additional poems. All, or almost all, are Christian religious poems.

4) During the middle decades of the seventeenth century, Vaughan may have been disillusioned by conventional religious expression under the strictures of the Puritan Assembly at Westminster. Vaughan sought spiritual, otherworldly experience beyond the eyes of men, in his delicate, intense feeling for the spiritual affinities of nature; though he also frequently finds his sources of inspiration in the Bible.

5) In various ways Vaughan’s poetry tries to grasp the perspective of the eternal, which in his humble personal mode of speaking he glimpses but offers a striking contrast to. 

6) The first stanza of ‘The Book’ sets out the reality of eternity after death; man lives ‘unseen’ in the shade of the ‘Rock of Ages’, an image of the eternal God. 

7) The eternal perspective is to conceive of each of the components of the printed physical book at every stage of its existence:

a) Paper was seed, then grass, then spun and made into linen and worn. There is a pun on ‘weeds’ as unwanted vegetation, as clothes, and as the fruits of a life. 

b) Stanza 3 meditates on the wooden cover or board which was once a tree, with leaf cover. 

c) Stanza 4 turns to the leather binding which was a harmless beast (actually the skin here is a synecdoche for the whole animal). In this stanza, the contemplative meditation becomes introspective or self-reflexive when the speaker compares his own materiality (‘my own dust’) with that of the book, and in particular its leather cover, which of course had also been a body once.
8) Stanza 4 also contrasts the speaker’s own physicality, mortality, and limited understanding with the immateriality, immortality and omniscience of God. Possessing the eternal perspective God alone knows each component of the book at every stage of its existence; he is omniscient. In his love and with his omnipotence, God is presented as delivering even beasts and plants from death at the Last Judgement. This is the doctrine of Universal Salvation, which derives from Paul’s statements in his epistles in the New Testament regarding Cosmic Redemption. Only a minority adhered to the doctrine with which Vaughan aligns himself.

5. The book as a body
1) One encounters in literature of the early modern period, from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, the topic of the nature of literary engendering and the association of creativity with organic growth.

2) This in turn relates to the idea of writing as a product of the mechanics of the body. In an essay entitled ‘Why the Novel Matters’, D.H. Lawrence explores the relationship between the experience of writing and a notion of agency in the body. 
a) The theme of the essay emerges, as it were, as the author observes how his hand ‘so cleverly writes these words’, ‘slips gaily along’, and ‘gets a little bored if I write too long’. Here is no single seat of consciousness, in the brain, which directs and governs the parts of the body, but a distributed, deeply embodied consciousness, a consciousness rooted in the experience of the body. In contact with ‘all the strange universe in touch’, the hand that writes ‘knows a vast number of things’, which the brain could not have learned without the hand: ‘alive, it flickers with a life of its own’, he writes, transferring the traditional fiery association of spirit to a part of the body. ‘And that’s what you learn, when you’re a novelist’, claims the writer: ‘My hand […] is just as much me as is my brain, my mind, or my soul’. 
b) Such knowledge may arise not only from the exclusive experience of writing a novel, but from the common experience of picking up a novel to read, because the novel, or any literary text, by foregrounding the creation of meaning in language, exists, as it were, in all its words, and is not a novel without them – they are not a conduit for the transmission of any single, indivisible meaning, just as the body is not merely a vessel for an indivisible soul or spirit.
3) The idea of writing as a product of the body relates to metaphors of text as a physical body and of literary creation as sexual generation, the latter having been modified by associations with the printing press. 
4) There is a sort of resemblance between the structure of the text as a discourse, the structure of the sentence as grammar, and the structure of the book as sheets of paper printed with ink and gathered into quires in a predetermined format, with a sequence of spine folds through which the gatherings are sewn together and bound. Physical books have heads and tails; they even have spines. That resemblance may be that they are arguably all forms of embodiment.

5) There is a tension between ways of thinking about literary texts, between a literary text understood as ontologically semiotic, and the notion that the work may indeed be in some sense an object. 
6) Seen from the perspective of hermeneutics, the issue is the relationship between a work as embodied graphically in the linearity and extent of its signifiers and materially in book-hood and the intentional direction of that work toward a world the realisation of which is initiated by the reader’s interpretation of the work’s signification.
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