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Foreword

Derek Pearsall

References in the Introduction to the present volume make it clear that it is viewed 
to some extent as a successor to an earlier collection of essays on the same subject, 
Book Production and Publishing in Britain 1375–1475, edited by Jeremy Griffiths and 
Derek Pearsall. This book had its inception in a series of conferences in York in 1981, 
1983 and 1985. The first was called ‘Manuscripts and Readers in Fifteenth-Century 
England: The Literary Implications of Manuscript Study’, the conference papers 
being published under that title in 1983; the second was set up to discuss and pre-
pare for the forthcoming book on book production; the third was on the editing of 
fifteenth-century texts, and the volume that followed was called Manuscripts and 
Texts: Editorial Problems in Later Middle English Literature (1987). The inspiration 
for the first conference was the presence at York of an outstanding group of gradu-
ate students working under my supervision on topics to do with later medieval 
manuscripts. For many of them, the impulse to work on manuscripts came from 
Elizabeth Salter, who died in 1980 but whose work in later years was much directed 
towards manuscript studies and whose example was irresistible. My own interest 
in manuscript studies was always and is still in their use for the literary scholar, not 
just as sources for editing texts, but also for their evidence of the complex nature 
of authorial revision, including ‘rolling revision’, and for the important part they 
played in shaping, even creating, authors’ purposes. Inevitably, much of this work 
on manuscripts drew towards ‘reception’ as an essential part of our understanding 
of texts – how texts were transmitted by their scribes or commented on by readers, 
and how they gave rise to complex networks of patrons, buyers and owners. When 
the Book Production volume came out in 1989, the influence of that first conference 
was still strong, and some of its participants were contributors; seven of the fif-
teen essays were on texts or reception, while three of the four essays on production 
were content-dominated. Jeremy Griffiths was a codicologist more than a literary 
scholar, and it was he who supervised the essays on paper, decoration and binding, 
and most of the work on production.
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xvi

Foreword

The change that has taken place over twenty years is striking: the ‘History of the 
Book’ has taken over. Here the first seven chapters of thirteen progress from the 
beginning (‘Materials’) to the end (‘Binding’) of the production process. There are 
then three on larger aspects of production and two at the end on English books out-
side England and on the continent. The essay on ‘Censorship’ corresponds to the 
earlier Hudson essay on lollardy. The major difference from the 1989 collection – 
and it is fairly obvious – is that in that book the emphasis was on the contents of 
manuscripts, whether literary or not, and who owned and read them. In this book, 
the main emphasis is on the methods, circumstances and economy of production. 
The distinction that Partridge makes between the purposes of Parkes in his work on 
ordinatio and the purposes of his own chapter in this volume sums up admirably the 
different emphasis between the two books. Where Parkes treats page design as ‘an 
intellectual project’, Partridge says, here more attention is paid to it as ‘a pragmatic 
challenge and a commercial expectation’. It is a deliberate difference of approach 
which produces a wholly different kind of book. Just as there is nothing in this book 
to compare with the marvellous work of Harris and Meale on books and owners, 
so there was nothing there to compare with the work here, typically, of Mooney, 
Kwakkel and Pouzet. The splendid essays of these scholars on the evidence of scribes 
working on several manuscripts and on the organization and economics of pro-
duction are an index to the great change that has taken place in the approach to the 
subject, which in turn is part of a larger historical process, in which the individual 
text, whether ‘literary’ or not, must find its place in a complex network of historical 
circumstances and processes.

Other characteristics of the new work in this volume are the quality and intense, 
minute precision of the detail, some of it made possible by new methodologies and 
technologies, such as those for identifying scribes and dialects by on-line access to 
manuscripts and by the appearance of new scholarly tools such as the Index of Middle 
English Prose (IMEP) , whose handlists make it possible for Connolly to present an 
unrivalled survey of representative collections of religious and utilitarian compila-
tions of all kinds. Also, to contrast with the readiness to move away from text-based 
study and standard texts, there is a deliberate attempt to press hard at the edges of 
the subject and leave better-known material to look after itself. This is something 
made possible by the existence of the earlier book, which can be trusted to ‘take 
care’, so to speak, of important genre-based work on music books, on anthologies 
and compilations, on religious works, and on medical and scientific books. In this 
respect, the new book can best be seen not as a ‘successor’ to the earlier one but, as 
the editors remark in the Introduction, as a complement to it. It is, further, in its 
own right a magnificent, wide-ranging, innovative and often distinguished series of 
essays on the English scene.
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