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Introduction

Print and the difference it makes

The central claim of this book is that writers in the late medieval and early modern periods created imaginative depictions of the print trade as a means of analysing their evolving media ecology and understanding their place within it. To a highly self-conscious book culture, authors from William Caxton onwards add a typographic focus that assesses the significance of the printed book as a material object, and the specific processes that create it. This concern extends to at least the eighteenth century and registers in the writings of, amongst others, Robert Copland, William Baldwin, George Gascoigne, Thomas Nashe, Edmund Spenser, John Taylor, Edward Ward, and Alexander Pope. Many of these writers either worked within or were closely connected to the print trade: Caxton and Copland were both printers; Baldwin and Nashe worked for the London printers Edward Whitchurch and John Danter, respectively; Spenser and Pope are poets who liaised closely with their publishers and printers. These figures had more than a passing acquaintance with the places, people, and material culture of printing. The labour of words being constructed out of pieces of type and the mechanics of production were things that they either participated in or had the opportunity to witness. It is therefore not surprising that they reproduce that milieu figuratively within their works. This is not all that they have in common. When these writers imagine the world of print they employ a particular assortment of techniques: the typographic imaginary. This book proposes the typographic imaginary as both an authorial strategy and a critical tool. It can help us to recognise the fact that early modern culture generated a significant number of imaginative responses to printing and help us to better understand what those responses reveal about the culture’s perception of its media. Three premises are fundamental to my argument. First, representations of the print trade are a discernible presence in late medieval and early modern literature. Second, when writers make these representations they use the shared techniques of the typographic imaginary. Third, over the course of the sixteenth century the techniques of the typographic imaginary become increasingly adopted by authors as an established way of talking about printing. By better appreciating the concerns that authors express when they depict the world of print we gain a clearer understanding of their navigation of a media landscape that was being changed by a new technology.

As an authorial strategy, the typographic imaginary operates within narrative, symbolism, form, particular tropes, intertext, and a set of shared debates. Texts that engage it do several overlapping things. They foreground the activities, agents, and trade of printing, and directly depict printed matter. At its most narrative level, the typographic imaginary describes a conglomeration that Alexandra Halasz terms the ‘marketplace of print’, referring precisely to ‘the practices involved in the making of books – writing and printing, and the processes involved in producing and circulating books – the capitalization of the book trade and its distribution procedures’ (2006, p. 3). Her definition is helpful for discussing trade in particular, but it does not specifically include the human figures who are key to book production practices. The personnel of the trade feature particularly noticeably in the typographic imaginary, especially the printer or stationer. In this respect, the concept builds on D.F. McKenzie’s influential model of the sociology of texts, which emphasises ‘the human motives and interactions which texts involve at every stage of their production, transmission, and consumption’ (1999, p. 15). In the texts that I study here, print trade personnel may appear staffing a bookstall, in spaces that are either abstract or named. They also appear inside the architectural space of the printing house itself. One particularly prominent site is the urban book zone of St Paul’s Churchyard in London, which was booming in the sixteenth century (Mentz 2006, p. 186).1 Texts engaging the typographic imaginary describe the detailed technical processes, such as the setting of type or the binding of a printed book, that occur within or around these places. They speak directly about the stages of, and elements in, the book’s production. These texts consequently often contain narratives of their own creation and dwell on the distribution of literary authority. This topic proves to be one of the typographic imaginary’s central concerns and its texts return to it time and again. Related to its interest in process, the typographic imaginary also pays particular attention to the relationships between different types of textualities. This is a crucial point. Writings animated by the typographic imaginary are keenly interested in how different kinds of text relate to each other. They position themselves as part of a wider culture of the book that includes (for example) orality, texts that circulate publicly in manuscript, visual representation, and handwritten material on the point of being transformed into print but not yet widely dispersed. These writings show a marked self-consciousness, however, about moving between media – most particularly, into print – and the sometimes troubling transformations that texts undergo during that process.2

Several of these features are legible in ‘Errata, or Faults to the Reader’, a poem written by John Taylor (the self-styled ‘Water Poet’) which prefaces his collected works of 1630.3 This poem is part of the genre of errata poems and it opens with a complaint about the errors that have crept into the text during printing: ‘Faults, but not faults escap’d, I would they were, / If they were faults escap’d, they were not here’ (1630, sig.Bv). Taylor refers to the table of ‘faults escaped’, sometimes also called the ‘Errata list’, that appears at the back of many printed books. Here printers would list the mistakes that had escaped correction and remained to be found, and dealt with, by the reader in the book. Taylor’s poem is governed throughout by the overarching conceit of the errata list representing his personal failings as well as printerly error. He expands his opening pun on ‘escap’d’ to state that if the faults truly had escaped then they would not remain ‘in many a page and line’ (1630, sig.Bv). He creates his entire poem around the reader’s familiarity with and understanding of conventions of the printed book. In so doing he also depicts the book itself. His poem mentions several stages in the production process: the writing of his ‘occasions’, the collective printing effort of the ‘foure Printers’ who produced the book, and the correction of the proofs, here, he claims, poorly conducted ‘Since the Correcters let’ the errors ‘passe the Presse’ (1630, sig.Bv). When he states ‘Men may perceiue the Printers faults, or mine’ (1630, sig.Bv), Taylor blames himself and the printer, indicating that the responsibility for the book is shared between at least two agents. Despite this shared labour, Taylor asserts his possessive authority over the text. One of the ways that he does this is to present the errors as indications of his moral failings. Conceptualising the printed text as a jail, he states, ‘my faults are heere in prison fast’ (1630, sig.Bv). The mistakes are locked onto the page, and they represent his crimes, rather than anyone else’s, now implicitly receiving due punishment by exposure to public viewing. He later compares the errors to ‘spots of sinne’ that take ‘the fairest features for their Inne’, going on to remark that ‘Below the Moone no full perfection is, / And alwaies some of vs are all amisse’ (1630, sig.Bv). Printerly mistakes soil the fair text and Taylor makes them analogous to the sin and corruption that afflict ‘some of vs’. He likens sinful humans to marred texts, which also works back against the printing process to indicate the inevitability of it going ‘amisse’. His imagery of moral and material fault activates the symbolic potential of the printing process. This is a further important technique in the typographic imaginary. Texts derive from the processes of book creation a vocabulary that deploys technical terms and techniques symbolically. Typographic symbolism is sometimes employed playfully or through puns, but it can also refer to less ludic scenarios informed by morality, sexuality, monstrosity, violence, and mortality.

Related to its symbolism, the typographic imaginary shows tropes about printed book production in formation. Sometimes these tropes significantly differ from what we know of contemporary practice. Early modern books are certainly bedevilled by bad printing, but it is also true that not all of them are. The inveterately sloppy printer that Taylor portrays in 1630 is by then a stock figure of typographic rhetoric. Jane Griffiths notes a similar phenomenon when she comments on the myth of print fixity. This idea developed because ‘despite numerous continuities between manuscript and print production, and despite the fact that print demonstrably did not, in any actual, physical sense, “fix” a text’ claims about ‘its stability nonetheless became something of a trope in the prefaces of early printed texts, as printers sought to advertise their editorial role’ (2015, p. 14). Griffiths is pointing out that printers’ prefaces developed a rhetoric around print fixity which became a culturally current idea and remained until quite recently an accepted belief about print culture. There are other tropes about which readers have been more suspicious, the editorial fiction for instance. In the chapters that follow I spend time in the entertaining company of those shady, clever, bookish figures who claim to have prepared for print some of the landmark texts of the early modern period: Baldwin’s G.B., Gascoigne’s G.T., and Spenser’s E.K. Fictional editors of printed books claim to have readied someone else’s work for the press but (in the three cases that I discuss) are, in fact, created as fundamental figurative components of that work. They are imaginary characters who function as a trope for printed book production. Moreover, at a time when the terminology for the activities of editorial agents had not fully coalesced, editorial fictions show authors representing, analysing, and moulding the cultural prestige of editorial activity.4

Through these characters we gain access to a final technique of the typographic imaginary, intertextual allusion to printed formal models. Occasionally the rhetoric of a text functions by overt or covert reference to the typographic strategies of a particular forerunner. As I argue in the chapters that follow, this can exceed incidental discursive similarity and become explicit. We see, for example, Gascoigne in 1573 aligning himself with the strategies of the 1557 text usually known as Tottel’s Miscellany, Songes and Sonnettes, Written by the Right Honorable Lorde Henry Howard Late Earle of Surrey, and Other. The Miscellany itself picks up on intuitions demonstrated in Caxton’s writings from the 1470s. As it evolves from the late fifteenth century through the sixteenth century and beyond, the typographic imaginary generates increasing authority; this is evident when authors intertextually invoke previous iterations of its strategies.

The typographic imaginary is an assortment of techniques that authors use in varying arrangements within the parameters of their own concerns. It describes the shared language and semiotics that printing offered them. They use that language to analyse the forms that print enabled them to create and to address concerns about media change with its attendant cultural and social consequences. Writers adopt the techniques of the typographic imaginary because it provides them, as makers of imaginary worlds, tools for reflecting on the potential of print, be that potential celebratory or hazardous. These tools also help authors assess the value of printed texts and their own position in an economy in which any person with money in their pocket can purchase their books – or choose to pass them by. With these tools, authors weigh up their relationships with their co-producers and their relationships to established systems of literary production. They legitimate their strategies by using the techniques that other authors use and thereby participate in a shared literary discourse. Occasionally they point out that they are doing this by alluding to those other creative agents. We should, however, be wary of the risk that any critical categorisation of an earlier period imposes upon that period connections that are shaped by the critic’s own gaze. I am not suggesting that the writers I study here applied the term typographic imaginary to their works. Its significance lies in its use as a descriptor of literary strategies and a category of critical analysis.5

Implications

The typographic imaginary is a function of texts’ analyses of their origins in a changing media landscape. As a theory it both elucidates the preoccupations of separate authors and newly articulates a discernible current within the literature of the late medieval and early modern periods. I argue that by better appreciating writers’ figurations and fantasies of the print milieu we can better understand how the culture imagined that milieu and its significance. The typographic imaginary produces texts that can be described by N. Katherine Hayles’s term, ‘technotext’: a text that ‘interrogates the inscription technology that produces it’ (2002, p. 25). That interrogation arouses insights into print culture that are sometimes contradictory. On one hand, talking about print becomes a means of talking through bigger debates. Print (both as a medium and as a subject of discussion) has a portmanteau quality in its ability to contain an assemblage of topics. When print is invoked discursively it replicates its material qualities – the whole point of moveable type is that it can carry any topic in any arrangement. Writers talk about printing when they want to explore other issues through it, such as humanism, the value of romance, the spread of literacy. On the other hand, the typographic imaginary reveals that print was a topic in its own right. This demonstrates that print was not taken for granted; its culture was being written about as it was developing and not simply in order to be ‘stigmatized as a mercenary métier’ (Eisenstein 2011, p. 3). It was engaged as a subject of study, an area of education, and – most of all – a source of imaginative inspiration. Close analysis of fictionalisations of the print trade reveals that one of the ways that printing became more established and respected as a media form over the course of the sixteenth century was its figurative reproduction. This needs to be emphasised as it is a factor of print culture that we have not fully appreciated. The authors I discuss demonstrate an awareness in their works that print was not merely a tool to be used but a subject to be addressed in a particular way. At the same time, ambivalence about print grows alongside celebrations of its creativity and potential. Over the sixteenth century, expressions increase about the alienating, disgusting, and overwhelming quality of print and about the fact that the speedy proliferation of printed material could result in authors’ precious and hard-won creations being ignored or turned to waste paper.

The typographic imaginary also exposes how early modern print culture articulates the broader value of printed texts, but not always in the ways that we might expect. Texts were perceived to change in value as they moved between forms. Commentators certainly feared that print would produce cultural decline because it spread error, could be of a poor quality, and its quantity was simply overwhelming. But texts are also shown to be anything but debased when they move into print; they rather accrue alternative value because they spread the word beyond traditional structures and they can be bought by anyone with enough money to do so. When print culture moves literature out of the restricted arena of manuscript circulation and into the open marketplace, it demonstrates its progressive impulse. This is a recognised gradual outcome of printing that is visible most influentially in accounts of the public sphere and of printing’s role in the creation of the imagined communities of nationalism (Habermas 2013; Anderson 2006). It was not, though, a smooth and inevitable outcome, as Jesse Lander’s work on printed religious polemic attests: ‘it acts as a powerful social solvent at the very same time that it constitutes new communities’ (2006, p. 19). Significantly, though, print’s progressive potential is part of the discourse about it at a very early stage – starting with the first book printed in English, William Caxton’s Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye in 1473. Some texts thematise their existence outside of traditional socio-cultural structures, and within new and alternative space where literature is more accessible because it is printed. Writers including Caxton, Richard Tottel, and Gascoigne invite readers to confront the effects of this in the imaginative worlds that they create. By talking about print’s potential, in print, and posing older systems as spaces that they are leaving behind, these texts lead the reader into imagining alternative social and cultural paradigms and new values of wide dissemination, broad audience, and market power. They create liberatory imaginative space that is typographically derived. Early modern culture develops a value-laden rhetoric of the printed book, and the typographic imaginary helps us to see that in formation.

Print trade personnel are some of the most significant agents within that rhetoric because they become culturally highly visible over the course of the sixteenth century. The typographic imaginary reveals the importance of the printer or stationer as a figure in the cultural imagination. These were the agents who reproduced the work and had financial control over it; they exerted power over discourse and over capital. Texts adopting the typographic imaginary often recognise printers and stationers as producers who make and shape the text in a way that facilitates its dissemination. The ready reproducibility of the printed book also means that the work of those producers spreads far and wide along with that of the author. Sometimes the producer of the book and the writer of the words are one and the same; still, the texts play out a process of negotiation between the roles. The imaginative power of the printer or stationer figure is recognised early on, even though there are tensions in the ways that they are portrayed that often involve a struggle with the author. In texts written by print trade personnel, or in which they are ventriloquised, several important things are evident. Print workers are creatively conscious of their labour and their agency, and they publicly articulate a sense of printing’s value from the inception of printing in English. By foregrounding the agents of the trade, the typographic imaginary deepens our understanding of the specific ways in which print was socially unsettling. This is, in part, because it talks about the carefully calibrated, and sometimes uncomfortable, social relationships in and around the print shop. If the creation of the printed book was always a collaborative activity between the writer, the funding stationer, and the agents who set the type and pulled the press, this collaboration was not always easy. Co-production could be harmonious, but it was sometimes tense. The typographic imaginary gives us a new understanding of the ways in which printing put literary authority into crisis as the social and creative conditions of writing were renegotiated.

This book’s description of the typographic imaginary, and the theorisation of early print culture that it supports, needs to be accompanied by a certain emphasis: writing about writing is not unique to print culture. Had I titled this project the Chirographic Imaginary it would have been a more straightforward task. Scribes are the closest analogy that manuscript culture offers to the press machine as a mode of production and the printer or stationer as its agent, and they occupy a curious space as both technology and agent of reproduction. With their characteristic equipment of pens and inkhorns being readily available for suggestive wordplay, medieval and early modern scribes and clerks frequently provide topics for satire or open criticism. They are portrayed as torturers, tricksters, lascivious interlopers (such as Gascoigne’s Secretary in A Discourse of the Adventures Passed by Master F.J.), and even pimps.6 Chaucer famously blights his copyist with ‘the scalle’ (1988, l.3) in the exasperated lyric ‘Wordes unto Adam, His Owne Scriveyn’.7 Chaucer is an especially prominent example of an author who (as I discuss in Chapter 2) is strongly associated with early English printing, but for decades he was disseminated in manuscript and his texts were composed in a culture that was scribal and oral. Jamie Fumo has recently identified in his works a ‘compositional consciousness’ that pays ‘attention to the construction of authorship and material textuality’ (2015, p. 80). Reading the Book of the Duchess (ca. 1372), an elegiac dream vision in which the dreamer upon awaking states that he will ‘put this sweven in ryme’ (1988, l.1332), she finds it to be a poem heavily invested in contemplating its own making. For Fumo, the relation of the two central figures, a Man in Black and the deceased Duchess named Blanche (White), allegorises ‘the inscription of black words on a white page’ (Fumo 2015, p. 91). Here Chaucer uses the poem to ‘reflect on “the book” as a subject in its own right’ (Fumo 2015, p. 104).8 This line of thought about Chaucer follows Seth Lerer’s influential statement of the self-consciousness of fifteenth-century literary culture, especially in its fantasies of poetic making and ‘invention of a laureate Chaucer and his aureate past’ (1993, p. 24). For Chaucer’s followers, these imaginings are ‘a complex and historically definable attempt to understand the social place of literature and the obligations of the writer’ (1993, p. 24). There are clear parallels here with the priorities of the typographic imaginary.

Writing about textual production was taking place for centuries before printing, and writing about scribal practices continued well into the early modern period.9 A glance at the plots of the period’s drama or the speakers of its lyric poetry reveals the preponderance of metatextual moments that dwell on writing and reading. In Astrophil and Stella, for example, Sir Philip Sidney’s persona, Astrophil, describes his writer’s block by reporting that he ‘sought fit words to paint the blackest face of woe’ and portrays himself ‘biting’ his ‘truant pen’ before he eventually puts that pen to paper (1591, sig.A.2.).10 Yet, there is a particularly anxious quality to writing about printing that simultaneously elevates the visibility of print trade personnel and maligns their practices. For example, despite their comparable roles and their overlapping tools, scribes and printers, scriptoria and print shops, were not equated symbolically. Two distinctions especially pertain to their characterisation and their environment. As Eisenstein points out, the ‘sinister figure of the exploitative capitalist’ lacks an ‘equivalent in stories about scribes and copyists’ (2011, p. 4), and early modern commentators emphasise ‘the difference between the peaceful scriptorium and the infernal din of the printing shop’ (2011, p. 26).11 Whilst there are similarities in the ways that manuscript and print writers reflect on the tools and dilemmas of their creative activities, the differences are significant. As we shall see, print both amplifies existing trends and adds new forms and figures to the symbolic range.

There are several reasons for the increased level of anxiety shown in texts that reflect on printing. The most prominent is the increased visibility of the book when print boosts textual production and the consequent fear of the spread of error. In 1608 Hieronymus Hornschuch, a German press corrector, published a guidebook for his colleagues. He writes that ‘nothing else was so fruitful in every kind of mistake, in which the books of some of the ancient writers still abound, as the negligence of scribes’ (1972, p. 31). He goes on to add that ‘if care were not taken’ in printing, ‘not one mistake, but a thousand, or fifteen hundred, or two thousand individual mistakes would be printed in the space of five hours’ (1972, p. 31). Hornschuch is pointing out that mistakes are common in manuscript books, but in printing these can be multiplied to great quantities at great speed. As Hornschuch’s worry about rapid amplification suggests, increased volume could also entail a fear of loss of control.12 There were more intermediaries in the process of bringing a text to print than when having it copied, which offered more opportunities for something to go wrong. Such errors could be exposed to greater numbers of readers, which gave writers additional scope to be misunderstood. This was less of a problem in manuscript circulation. There was a degree of anonymity to the commercial London trade in vernacular manuscripts, but this trade remained commission-based (Kuskin 2006, p. 6; Gillespie 2006, p. 42). Manuscript circulation retained a more personal sense of community, its books implying ‘a unique material act of production potentially localizable in time and space’ (Hanna 1996, p. 7). And as Alexandra Gillespie argues, even when a commercial manuscript trade was active, authors continued to evoke ‘intimate and traditional accounts of book production’ (2006, p. 42). Fifteenth-century writers including Thomas Hoccleve and John Lydgate do this when they portray themselves as ‘sharing in the coteries of Chaucerian making’ (Lerer 1993, p. 18). By contrast, when Caxton in 1478 writes about Chaucer critically for the first time in print he does not associate him with remembered community. He describes his tomb and the inscription on it which is purportedly written by ‘Stephanum Surigonum’ (Caxton 1973, p. 60), poet laureate of Milan. With this move, according to Lerer, Caxton aligns Chaucer with ‘the dead auctores of the Continental humanist tradition’ (Lerer 1993, p. 148) and thereby mutually distances him and his readership.13 Mass production and the social dislocation of the author from his or her audience helped print to work a depersonalising and monumentalising effect.

This alienating effect sometimes transpires as print’s intervention between writer and audience. Owing to the need to create markets for the productive capacity of the press, new forms developed including title pages and errata sheets (as in Taylor’s ‘Faults Escap’d’). Writers’ presentation of their works to the world was increasingly mediated by the printer or stationer, as I show in Chapter 2’s discussion of print trade dialogue. This meant that writers were sometimes required to alter those works: ‘printing put a heavily capitalized (and hence powerful) intermediation between writers and readers, authors and audiences, that had not been there before and that, moreover, had peculiar needs of its own shaping its participation in the system’ (Carlson 2006, p. 51). For instance, printers developed titlepages as a means to label and effectively market their wares but for authors the titlepage facilitates a paradoxical effect. Even accounting for the early modern delight in identity games and pseudo-anonymity, and the ongoing use of compilations and Sammelbände, the print market was increasingly invested in named authors and individual titles.14 This differs from medieval manuscript culture in which ‘relatively few Middle English texts consistently circulated in isolation’ and ‘fewer still in contexts that might be construed as author-centred’ (Hanna 1996, p. 8). Printed authors could be socially disconnected from their audience but more vulnerable to be identified to that audience as the maker of a particular work.

Alteration in the structure of the book trade was also a factor. There was a move towards increasing regulation. As Henry Woudhuysen points out, the naming of an individual author could have material implications because ‘a closer official eye was […] kept on such a public activity as printing than on the more discreet business of copying manuscripts’ (1996, p. 12); for that reason, manuscript was often preferred for sensitive texts such as libels.15 The trade gradually changed from a bespoke ‘to a truly speculative business; from […] loose networks of amateur and professional, metropolitan, and household scribes and booksellers […] to an important for-profit industry increasingly linked to the powerful London Company of Stationers’ (Gillespie 2006, p. 66). The Crown patronised the press from its early years through privileges and patents, but this also acted as a de facto control mechanism because it promoted or suppressed certain kinds of texts. Once the Stationers’ Company received its royal charter in 1557, books were increasingly subjected to registration, licensing and later ecclesiastical licensing and censorship. With its official monopoly, the company was sanctioned to protect the economic privileges of the corporation by controlling competition.16 These influences, whilst they primarily benefitted printers and stationers, resulted in conditions for authors that were increasingly controlled and subject to the exertion of external authority.

In addition to its emerging monetary and formal imperatives, there is evidence for the mechanics of print being perceived to contrast unfavourably with the more fluid activity of writing. Inside the printing house, to make words out of movable type, a compositor would arrange tiny bitty pieces of metal upside down and back to front, which would then be applied to a large machine of wood and metal (I discuss the precise technology in Chapter 1):


the typesetter’s hand operates in a series of discrete movements, selecting unique sorts from the finite numbers of compartments in a typecase […] the individual choices they face are defined from the beginning: for each letter, the typesetter chooses among the same 50 or 300 compartments.

(Dane 2011, p. 3)



This is different from writing: ‘scribes […] produce their lines in a continuum […] They can change handwriting styles and handwriting conventions at will’ (Dane 2011, p. 3).17 Comments made by Sir Thomas Smith in A Dialogue of the Correct and Improved Writing of English (1568) illuminate some of the differences. Reporting on his composition process, he states, ‘I have frequently changed my mind, have written, blotted out, rewritten, and crossed out again’ (1983, p. 25); writing is malleable, readily available for alteration by a writer who presents himself deeply engaged in the creative and editorial process. We do not have to resort to a misleading idea of fixity to see that print cannot be changed at source in the same way. Revealingly, Smith goes on to say, ‘nor do I like people who hurry into print, like women giving premature birth’ (1983, p. 25); he presents printing as ill considered, unhealthy, and potentially stunting. Despite all of this, writers had begun to operate in a culture in which literary authority was not only shifting to the printing press but could also have the institutional authority of licensing imposed on it. Printing changed the conditions of the literary system, which changed how authors experienced and described their role within it.

The typographic imaginary thus shows the cultural elevation of the print trade and simultaneously registers acute anxiety about its practices, yet there is no rigid line between figurations of print and manuscript production. Just as electronic texts have not overnight replaced the printed book, print did not instantly (indeed has never) completely replaced manuscript. Certain genres, such as poems on affairs of state and political romances, in fact, flourished in manuscript well into the seventeenth century (Beal 1998, pp. 19–20; Humphrey Newcomb 2011, p. 366).18 As many of the analyses that follow demonstrate, along with a wealth of book historical evidence, writers do not conceive of these media as unilateral forms.19 Writers do, however, often place textual forms on a continuum and they do dwell on the significances of moving along that continuum from manuscript to print.20 Some of the most provocative recent work on medieval manuscripts is now recognising that it is not only possible but also desirable to delineate the contours of manuscript culture as distinct from print culture and to read manuscript books as different in kind from printed ones (Johnson and Van Dussen 2015, pp. 4–5). Focusing on depictions of individual media forms within the metatextual weave that surrounds them is an entirely appropriate way to make those forms visible as an object of analysis.

Critical mapping

Neither book history nor literary studies has taken enough account of imaginative depictions of the print trade and their potential to teach us about cultural responses to the technology. This study seeks to fill that gap. In the introduction to a recent collection of essays, Heidi Brayman, Jesse M. Lander, and Zachary Lesser write that


it is precisely because we no longer need to make the argument that early modern literary works exist always and only in their material instantiations that the contributors to this volume can treat the history of the book less as a topic than as a methodology.

(Brayman et al 2016, p. 12)



Building on this, they trace a second wave of book history that is interested less in proving the importance of materiality than in grounding the analysis of discourse within individual historical moments. For Brayman, Lander, and Lesser, the object of study is both the book and individual interactions with it; they argue that the ‘idea of language as rhetoric, as historically situated event’, is what material texts studies have to offer (Brayman et al 2016, p. 13). Thus, their collection addresses ‘the circulation of meaning among specific authors, stationers, readers, book buyers, dedicatees […] by means of the specific rhetorical genres of early modern textual culture – the book in history’ (Brayman et al 2016, p. 14). A useful summation of the field is offered by Brayman, Lander, and Lesser’s introduction. I would add, however, that there is another area of development within book historical scholarship that sits slightly apart from the two strands that they delineate and which The Typographic Imaginary in Early Modern English Literature occupies: a focus on figurative representations of the book trade. This scholarship pays attention to the agency and status of printers and printing houses, mobilising knowledge about what books looked and felt like and how they were made. It responds to traces of these things in the imaginative register of texts and therefore engages detailed close reading, dwelling often on personae, paratexts, intertextuality, and literary genealogies. In these endeavours critics are easing the tension that Patricia Pender and Rosalind Smith articulate: ‘book history will sometimes ignore the rhetorical claims and literary impact of the books it studies, while conventional literary criticism can often take for granted the book as a self-evident, and singular, material artefact’ (2014, p. 4).21

There is growing critical interest in this figurative representation but no conceptual framework as yet to appreciate it as a significant literary strategy. Most recently, Kathleen Tonry’s study demonstrates the agency of early printers by considering the ‘personality of print’ (2016, p. 14). Critics including Frederick Kiefer (1996), Charlotte Scott (2007), Helen Smith (2008), and Harry Newman (2018) notice theatrical sensitivity to the processes of reading and writing generally and the presence of print imagery and printed material on the stage.22 Louise Wilson finds that in the writings of Anthony Munday and Henry Chettle, ‘the mechanisms of print production are exposed to the reader-purchaser’ (2013, p. 8). Chettle’s fashioning of ‘an identity for the printer and the print process’ is similarly important for John Jowett (2003, p. 159). Newman, furthermore, identifies a genre of ‘book-trade epigrams’ that ‘focus on the production, sale and/or reception of books, often highlighting their status as material commodities’ (2013, p. 23), while Lindsay Ann Reid addresses ‘the historical conditions of the book trade as represented within literature’ (2014, p. 4).23 Wonder-inducing books are at the heart of Sarah Wall-Randell’s study. She is emphatically interested in the ‘immaterial potential’ (2013, p. 3) of represented books, but her intent resonates here because she sees her work to be complementing ‘histories of the material book […], using the information they have gathered about how “real” historical readers experienced books as material phenomena to return critics’ attention to the books that are represented within literary texts’ (2013, p. 3). Extending well into the eighteenth century, the idea that certain prominent writers imaginatively enfold the printing trade is well established. With reference to Alexander Pope (whom I briefly discuss in the Conclusion), Laura Brown writes that the ‘attack on the capitalization of the printing industry and hence of literature itself is the main explicit enterprise of The Dunciad’ (1985, p. 130), whilst Jack Lynch finds that Samuel Johnson’s Lives of the Poets (1779–81) contains detailed accounts of his poets’ dealings with the ‘institutions of print’ (2015, p. 97). Later still, Andrew Piper’s work on Romantic literature defines a ‘bibliographic poetics – a coherent set of stylistic and formal concerns – that attempt to make the medium of the book intelligible’ (2013, p. 11). These critics notice authorial strategies that participate in the typographic imaginary’s cluster of interests: the development of a recognisable poetics from fictionalisations of print mechanisms, of the bookselling milieu and its personnel. This study reveals a poetics of print to be operative in English literature from printing’s inception in the language and offers a framework for analysis of that concern.

Amongst this existing research, the important work of Lisa Maruca is the most provocative for this book. In The Work of Print: Authorship and the English Text Trades, 1660–1760, Maruca is concerned to make the technology of printing visible within texts produced by printers and booksellers, showing how those texts ‘produce authorizing representations of print workers themselves, along with their technologies’ (2007, p. 11). Maruca’s project is explicitly revisionary. She aims to correct an author-centric version of literary history by demonstrating that print trade personnel saw print products as ‘the result of a collaboration of many hands and the process of textual production to include not only writing but also the work – and workers – of technology’ (2007, pp. 7, 17–18). I am in conversation with Maruca at several points in the following chapters, and whilst I reinforce some of her conclusions, I nuance others. My discussion of print trade manuals in Chapter 1 reveals print personnel to be making their medium visible, actively reflecting on its properties and problems, at a far earlier stage than Maruca accounts for. Texts that engage the typographic imaginary recur on moments of co-production, but, as I argue in Chapter 3 on print trade dialogue, this often results in scenes of tension rather than collaboration. As the most extensive study to date of the figurative agency of the print trade, The Work of Print is conceptually foundational to the idea of the typographic imaginary, and it is a text that deserves to become more central in print culture studies.

This book is also triangulated with the work of Elizabeth Eisenstein, whose writings continue to be influential. It is not, however, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change that I engage but, rather, her recent study Divine Art, Infernal Machine: The Reception of Printing in the West from First Impressions to the Sense of an Ending (2011). Eisenstein’s book is about the rhetoric in historical accounts of printing from its earliest days through the nineteenth-century ‘zenith of print culture’ (2011, p. 153) and the twenty-first-century rise of the newspaper. The Typographic Imaginary in Early Modern English Literature is about rhetoric but, particularly, rhetoric within fictionalisations of the trade. There is a fine and permeable line between my subject matter and Eisenstein’s; however, my analyses are especially attentive to literary effects. Consequently, by looking in close detail at the texture of late medieval and early modern print trade portrayals, I reach some different conclusions. Eisenstein finds that ‘with the coming of iron and steam, the age of the hand press came to an end. Renaissance tributes to a divine art were replaced by tributes to a mighty engine of progress’ (2011, p. 244). This book shows that valedictory rhetoric to be severely compromised by the middle of the sixteenth century, with alienation and horror already present in depictions of the press. At the same time, the figure of the printer is more layered and enabling than Eisenstein’s description of profiteering and ‘villainous’ (2011, p. 244) fifteenth-century printers and the unscrupulous booksellers that are their eighteenth-century descendants.

An especially important thinker informing this study is William Kuskin, writing on Caxton and the emergence of printing within fifteenth-century literary culture. Kuskin’s overall project is to resist the narrative of rupture that characterises some accounts of English literary history and, particularly, the association within that of print with an incipient brilliant modernity and manuscript with a retrograde medieval opacity. He seeks to move beyond the series of oppositions that he thinks dogs scholarship on print: fixity/variation, manuscript scarcity/print abundance, and sudden change/progressive change (2008, p. 8). Kuskin promotes an understanding of books as both symbols and material objects: ‘setting out ideas in a material form, they present a unified statement greater than the sum of their parts’ (2008, p. 5). By this he means that the printed book offers an imagined unity; it aggregates discursive multiplicity into material wholeness. He proposes ‘symbolic bibliography’ (2008, p. 5) as a method of reading that acknowledges the jointly material and intellectual process of meaning making from books. This has clear affinities with the typographic imaginary. Kuskin’s astute understanding of the printed book exposes its essential paradoxicality:


the early book is a machined object and as such registers an immediate break into industry demanding a new categorical definition; with equal emphasis, however, it is tied to the past. Ultimately, the paradox suggests that the medieval book is an object of historic difference, and is alienated from its mode of production even as it is connected to the modern, identical objects we are familiar with today.

(2006, p. 4)



This study embraces the paradoxicality of the printed book which, for Kuskin, offers only a critical ‘mystification capable of justifying modernity’s sense of itself as defined by historical rupture’ (2006, p. 6). I would soften this conclusion. It is productive to retain an awareness of the unresolved juxtapositions that Kuskin identifies – ‘craft skills against industry, small-scale trading against speculative investment, anonymity against identity, and continuity against change’ (2006, p. 5) – and to do so mitigates against a reductive binary of periods.

As a way out of the print/modernity impasse that he sees, Kuskin argues that scholarship should pay better attention to the fifteenth century. He posits, extremely persuasively, that English literary production in the fifteenth century had articulated intellectual and practical structures for vernacular writing that printing ‘infused […] with volume’ (2008, p. 3). As a result of this ‘material increase in volume’ the symbolic potency of books altered and ‘given the symbolic nature of the book, this simultaneously created an imaginative change’ (2008, p. 3).24 He is suggesting that within continuity (the existing structures for production) there was change (the increase in volume that print facilitated): print operates with a double action that appropriates past authority and consolidates it into a new object, which is, in turn, geared for subsequent reproduction (2008, p. 17). Kuskin recognises the important point that a book produced by print does not mean the same as a book produced in manuscript:


print appears according to the manuscript format, but this does not obviate the fact of its difference. Its material difference is simultaneously a symbolic difference. This transformation is fraught and at times paradoxical but is nevertheless a history that remains to be told.

(2008, p. 12)



Kuskin conceives the ‘symbolic nature of the book’ not as ‘the discrete rhetorical symbols of a work’ but as ‘the way the various elements of production come together’ (2008, pp. 25–6) to create materially whole signifying objects. The history that my book seeks to tell alongside Kuskin is precisely the story of printing’s difference within the figurative representations made by the text. His more recent work takes the idea of appropriated and reproduced authority and develops it into recursion, a trope he borrows from computing to describe ‘a process of return that produces representation through embedded self-reference’, involving a ‘return to the past through the physical text’ (2013, pp. 32, 44).25 He writes that books are ‘recursive in that their textual forms embed earlier textual forms within them’ (2013, p. 49). Rather than being related to technological change, this is a process that flows across and between media. It parallels two areas of the typographic imaginary, most obviously, the way in which printed texts are aware of and allude to the other textual forms that surround them and secondly, the way that they evoke the typographic aesthetics of earlier named models. Kuskin too perceives that for early modern writers there is a set of shared codes for talking about printing.

The current critical awareness of symbolic depictions of the book trade thus emerges at an intersection of critical and literary historical projects. Alongside Lerer’s work on Chaucer, landmark studies on the signifying power of the book by medieval scholars such as Jesse Gellrich (1985) on the book of nature, Eric Jager (2000) on the book of the heart, and Mary Carruthers (2008) on the book of memory form a complementary context.26The typographic imaginary is a theory of representation but, in exploring fictionalisations of material practices and objects, it is inspired by the material turn. Current studies of material cultures are conducting a transdisciplinary exploration of the objects that societies produce, especially within, or at the fringes of, capitalism.27 Not only are printing and capital inseparable, but, made and held by pre-industrial late medieval and early modern people, printed books were amongst the first mechanically mass-produced objects.28 The printed book has a special significance in the history of objects, but, simultaneously, the quotidian nature of printed matter gives it the potential to be erased as a transparent medium. The typographic imaginary, however, shows authors resisting that potential erasure and drawing attention to a technology and a medium that were new and strange. One of the key ways that early modern literary scholars have thought through materiality is by paying attention to the ways that texts are framed by their paratexts, the inseparable dynamism between the two, and the careful rhetorical performances that paratexts stage.29 Paratexts are especially prominent in the chapters that follow because they frequently contain commentary by the author or the printer about the text and the processes that have created it.

The role of the paratext as a vehicle of printerly commentary points to a further strand of scholarship that supports this book: studies arguing for the creative and discursive agency of the print trade. Here it is Shakespeare scholars that have led the way, with revisionary research by Lukas Erne (2005 and 2013) and others resituating Shakespeare within book trade practices and overturning the contention that he was solely a man of the theatre with little concern for his printed output.30 This research explores both how he operated within the book trade and, importantly, the role of stationers in shaping ‘Shakespeare’ the printed commodity.31 Still focusing on drama, Sonia Massai and Lesser have developed our sense of the specialised but culturally influential practices in which print trade personnel engaged. Massai identifies the category of the ‘annotating reader’ (2007, p. 30) to describe the editorial agents who prepared dramatic copy for the press before the term editor was available.32 Lesser’s study (2007) of seventeenth-century publishing strategies emphasises publishers’ creation, and cultivation of, particular readerships for their products in a process which both decentres the author and foregrounds the agent of the press. These critics emphasise in different ways the discerning reading practices of print personnel. Where Massai insists on the ‘familiarity with the fictive world of the play’ that annotating readers needed, Lesser proposes that publishers undertook ‘speculative reading’ to determine a text’s ‘larger cultural meanings’ (2007, pp. 9, 37), the extent to which it fit with their specialties, and whether it was a viable commercial prospect. By elevating awareness of the print trade and excavating evidence for its operations, this thinking provides crucial historical and critical background for my study. The Typographic Imaginary in Early Modern English Literature moves this work forward by highlighting the prominence of symbolic constructions of the trade within literature.

A final, and rapidly growing, area of interest significant for this book is recent work exploring the semiotics of typography: typeface, page ornaments, and mise-en-page. Ultimately taking its cue from McKenzie’s call for greater attention to the book’s ‘architecture, and the visual language of typography’ (2002, p. 236), this research is influenced by multimodal theory and is emerging from multiple interdisciplinary areas, especially book history, comparative literature, and translation studies.33 Typeface signification is disputed, but, nonetheless, the recent work of Bonnie Mak (2011), Anne Coldiron (2015), and Guyda Armstrong (2015) is extending appreciation of how marks on pages function as design features as well as carriers of linguistic meaning.34 The recent emphasis builds on Mak’s analysis of the page as a transhistorical and reconfigurable field of engagement that both transmits and embodies ideas. She writes that the page is ‘an interface, standing at the centre of the complicated dynamic of intention and reception; it is the material manifestation of an ongoing conversation between designer and reader’ (2011, p. 21). This understanding has proved especially rich for early modern scholars of comparative literature. Armstrong explores the ways in which national languages are coded typographically and demonstrates that the visual qualities of texts can be the carriers of significance which is usually reserved for the translated words (2015, p. 80). In Coldiron’s discussion of John Wolfe’s trilingual edition of The Courtier (1588), to which translational and printerly agency are central, she shows how the printer uses a transnational mise-en-page to induce a comparative and worldly reading practice (Coldiron 2015, pp. 160–98). An important reference point for this cluster of work is Mark Bland’s detailed demonstration of how ‘books from the early modern period used type, format and ornament in ways that reveal something both about individuality and convention within the broader cultural history of publication at that time’ (Bland 1998, p. 126). So, for example, while black letter was the dominant typeface in England until late in the sixteenth century, in particular dispositions it could explicitly signal Englishness or nostalgia (Galbraith 2008; Lesser 2006).35 These studies inform my thinking about material intertextuality, and they provide a broader disciplinary context for the techniques of the typographic imaginary as a critical tool.

Cases

The chapters that follow take a case study approach based on text forms and authors. I start with a chapter on instructional texts, and I use this to set out the technologies of early printing and to extrapolate symbolic significance from its terminology. From Chapter 2 onwards I move chronologically through discussions of canonical and non-canonical authors. I analyse paratexts by William Caxton, dialogues by Robert Copland and Thomas Blague, prose fiction by William Baldwin, the poetic anthologies of George Gascoigne, poetry and prose by Edmund Spenser, and the prose fiction of Thomas Nashe. I conclude with a brief look at Alexander Pope’s The Dunciad.

My first chapter, ‘Instructional Texts and Print Symbolism: Christopher Plantin, Hieronymous Hornschuch, and Joseph Moxon’, reads material that has not been analysed collectively before now. The chapter gives a step by step account of the processes of printing through a discussion of three early instructional texts that were all written by trade insiders: Christopher Plantin’s 1567 educational dialogue, ‘L’Ecritvre et L’Imprimerie’ (‘Of Calligraphy and Printing’); Hieronymus Hornschuch’s 1608 compositor’s manual, Orthotypographia; and Joseph Moxon’s 1683 Mechanick Exercises on the Whole Art of Printing. These texts all provide detailed information about the activities of the print shop and the characteristic vocabulary used to describe them; they thus establish important contexts for the typographic imaginary. I approach these texts as sources of information about the trade and crafted imaginative recreations of it. Within the argument of the book as a whole, they serve the important purpose of illustrating the poetic currency of the technical terms. The chapter reveals the rich, and often contradictory, symbolic resonance of a suite of technologies that could signify, for example, both life and death, the divine and the diabolic. Understanding the symbolism of printing helps to better appreciate the cultural anxiety that it provoked and, as the discussion of Plantin’s text shows, a key feature of that anxiety is print’s alienating potential. This chapter furthermore establishes two strands of argument that weave throughout the book as a whole. First, print trade personnel work to make their medium visible to readers as a subject of study and discussion as soon as it is available as a technology. Second, the tropes for printing in the cultural imagination do not simply mirror but metamorphose or exaggerate the actual practices of the print trade.

In Chapter 2, ‘An Emergent Typographic Imaginary in William Caxton’s Paratexts’, the discussion turns to Caxton because he is the earliest example of English printing and because the typographic imaginary finds a point of departure in his works. The overarching intent of the chapter is to outline the typographic imaginary’s first manifestation in English literature and to argue that it can be discerned in incipient, but uneven, form in Caxton’s writings. I discuss a range of Caxton’s paratexts, especially those attached to the first text printed in English, Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye (1473) and the first text printed with woodcuts in English, Mirrour of the World (1481). In the Recuyell Caxton overtly articulates the benefits of printing and demonstrates in two ways his intuition of print’s progressive potential. He depicts dual audiences jostling for influence over the text – his patron, the Duchess of Burgundy, and his network of gentlemen friends. He also suggests that alternative value accrues to the text when it crosses the boundary from elite and private to commercial and public consumption. Caxton is more deeply enmeshed in medieval manuscript practices than any of the other authors that I discuss, and the Mirrour paratexts demonstrate this because he seems to withdraw from print. However, his reflections in the Mirrour enable him to renew and rearrange existing tropes about textual production. Throughout his writings, Caxton conducts a sustained enquiry into the relative values of manuscript and print.

Like Chapter 1, Chapter 3, ‘Robert Copland, Thomas Blague, and the Printer–Author Dialogue’, presents material that scholars have barely touched and in this way provides new evidence for discussions of early modern printing. This chapter focuses on a uniquely printed form: prefatory dramatic dialogue between authors and printers. In these texts, the printer appears as a realised fictional character. They are therefore important texts in the typographic imaginary because they provide an index of the ways in which printers are imagined, and they analyse the relationship between two key facets of literary production. Repeatedly, the dialogues amplify the fictional printer’s voice and decentre the fictional author. In this chapter I focus on two dialogues by Robert Copland, one prefacing William Neville’s Castell of Pleasure (1518) and another from his own book, The Seuen Sorowes That Women Haue When Theyr Husbandes Be Deade (1526). I also discuss Thomas Blague’s A Schole of Wise Conceytes (1566). The core of my argument is that the dialogues offer a unique insight into the conceptualisation of the printer. I also argue that the intrinsic qualities of the dialogue form – instruction, debate, metacommunication – are instrumental for writers whose topic is print. To that end, I contextualise the printer-author dialogues against the broader picture of early modern print trade dialogues and show the ways in which these texts debate broader issues through their discussion of print.

In ‘Protestant Printing and Humanism in Beware the Cat: Undoing Printing’ I focus on William Baldwin’s short prose narrative from the 1550s. As the dialogues are important for their collective analysis of the printer’s role, Beware the Cat’s centrality in the typographic imaginary arises from its depiction of a particular printing house and the activities that occur there. This chapter argues that Baldwin claims authority for his text by establishing for it two key typographic contexts: the Protestant printing scene of mid-sixteenth-century London and the mutually supportive networks of humanist publication practices. At the same time, he radically destabilises print’s authority by undermining both of those contexts. Having located his story at the premises of the Protestant printer John Day, he engages the typographic imaginary’s symbolism to mark that site as a place of violence and diabolism. He also satirises the figure of the humanist scholar and, through his framing fiction, presents Beware the Cat as if it were not yet printed but still a text in manuscript. Baldwin uses the techniques of the typographic imaginary to destabilise the authority of print and in this way demonstrates that writers who are closely associated with print innovation also exhibit deep ambivalence about it.

In the first of two chapters dealing with courtly authors and works, ‘George Gascoigne and Richard Tottel: Negotiating Manuscript and Print in the Poetic Miscellany’, I turn to the boldest typographic moments in Gascoigne’s short literary career. I conduct a comparative reading of the paratextual and editorial framing of his two anthologies, A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres (1573) and The Posies of George Gascoigne Esquire (1575). The frames of these texts are extensively concerned with the problems and tensions of literary production and circulation. At first they appear to promote two different versions of print culture, with A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres staging an elaborate fiction of illicit publication in which the text originates in a manuscript coterie, and The Posies of George Gascoigne Esquire embracing an author-centric vision with Gascoigne headlined as the named individual creator. Under closer inspection this division disintegrates. The volumes reveal themselves to be adopting the techniques of the typographic imaginary to demonstrate accommodation and negotiation between print and manuscript practices. Gascoigne positions his work in an allusive relationship with an important formal model for the printed anthology, Tottel’s Miscellany. With this relationship he activates and extends the alternative typographic value initiated with Caxton. Like Caxton, and later Tottel, Gascoigne perceives the progressive potential of print and encodes this into his witty reworking of textual production. Gascoigne is able to rely on Tottel’s invocation of typographic value and fold this into the semiotics of his own text. Therefore, an important role of this chapter is to argue that by the 1570s, the typographic imaginary had an established representational authority.

My discussion in Chapter 6 turns to a canonical sixteenth-century poet, Edmund Spenser, who has long been seen as an author who actively exploited the potential of print publication. In ‘Edmund Spenser’s Early and Mid-Career: Public Image and Machine Horror’ I complicate critical understanding of his career through readings of The Shepheardes Calender (1579), Three Proper and Wittie Familiar Letters (1580), The Faerie Queene (1590) and ‘The Teares of the Muses’ (1591). I argue that in the Calender and the Letters Spenser takes an avant-garde approach that uses the techniques of the typographic imaginary to fashion his public image in print. His strategies are markedly reminiscent of Gascoigne’s, and this chapter therefore deepens our understanding of Spenser’s connection with the earlier poet. In Spenser’s epic poem, however, most pertinently in his depiction of Errour, he offers an entirely different perspective. Errour is presented as a horrific and monstrous printing press. Spenser uses this portrait to explore anxieties circulating in his wider culture about the proliferation of printed material, the fear of error, and cultural decline prompted by print. These fears are later reworked and extended in resonant moments of ‘The Teares of the Muses’. I argue in this chapter that when we read Spenser’s works and career with an eye to his typographic imaginary, print is intensely compromised. This reading helps us to understand the ambivalence with which early modern culture greeted print. Like Baldwin, Spenser demonstrates that even the most print-literate of authors were prone to conceptualising media change as threat.

My final chapter, ‘St Paul’s Churchyard and the Meanings of Print: Pierce Penilesse His Supplication to the Diuell’, returns to the marketplace in the company of Thomas Nashe. In this chapter I build on the perspectives of previous critics who attend to the self-consciousness that Nashe’s works bestow on their printed status. My aim is to recontextualise Nashe with the other authors that I have identified in this study. I first argue that in Pierce Penilesse (1592) Nashe deploys a strain of material imagery to present texts as waste products and the bookselling zone of St Paul’s Churchyard as both abject and threatening. This is part of a wholly unpleasant mosaic of the book trade that he disperses throughout his prose tract. However, this portrayal is balanced with Nashe’s use of material imagery to posit a meaning for print beyond and separate from verbal signification. Like several other authors in this study, Nashe is able to rely on the representational authority of the typographic imaginary, but he adopts a different technique. Rather than layering print with other topics of discussion in a process of discursive stacking, Nashe flips particular terms and images so that they signify beyond their immediate typographic context.

These chapters, individually and in clusters, offer different aspects of the argument as a whole. The first three, on the instructional texts, Caxton’s paratexts, and the printer–author dialogues, collectively make the case for the print trade’s creative articulation of its activities. They show an increasing confidence in descriptions of the print context, progressing from Caxton’s justificatory rhetoric to the dialogues’ assured sense of the printer’s role. Combined with Chapter 4 on Beware the Cat, these chapters also expose key areas of the typographic imaginary: the technology and its symbolism, the figure of the printer, a particular form unique to print, and the printing house. Chapters 5 and 6, on Gascoigne and Spenser, together demonstrate two important points. First, the typographic imaginary is operative in courtly and epic poetry, forms that have high status and cultural prominence. Alongside the prose fictions, pamphlets, and fables of other chapters, this demonstrates the range of literary contexts in which the typographic imaginary is active. Second, these two chapters show that the typographic imaginary, by the 1570s, was gaining authority as a set of representational practices. Gascoigne’s tactics also introduce to the tonal range of the typographic imaginary a note of playful, witty, urbanity. I use my discussion of Spenser in Chapter 6 to reveal how authors can both embrace the possibilities of printing and simultaneously display anxieties entirely typical of their culture. That chapter, in fact, pivots in two directions, towards Nashe as well as towards Gascoigne. Reading Nashe against Spenser helps me demonstrate contrasting engagements of the typographic imaginary’s characteristic metaphorics and, consequently, make two related points. Authors as different from each other as Nashe is from Spenser turn to shared symbolism to describe the world of print, but they manipulate that symbolism with significantly divergent effects.

Book history’s focus on the materiality of the text has done away with the idea that literature exists in a realm of ideas alone, created by unilateral authorial genius. This study in some ways dematerialises the book but retains the teachings of book history. For the arguments that I make here, the most significant factors are the symbolic representation of material forms. By perceiving that texts figuratively recreate the matter of print even as they are created by it, and that writers shape that recreation in ways that are shared, it is possible to better understand not only individual texts and authors but also the moulding of literature in the late medieval and early modern periods. When we acknowledge that authors are writing within a recognisable set of strategies, we can discern a lineage, and this, in turn, becomes a means of identifying how typical or otherwise a particular instance may be. Authors use the typographic imaginary to depict the people, processes, places, and products of the marketplace of print through an assortment of techniques. In so doing they frequently query literary authority and show in formation tropes for the printed book. Authors also analyse their evolving media environment and their place within it. The insights into print culture that their texts produce form a contradictory aggregate in which the value of printed texts is contested, literary authority is put under pressure, and the relationship of writers and textual production is remapped. These texts show writers negotiating space for themselves in the new medium, even as they foreground the creative agency of the print trade; this reveals sometimes surprising inflections to the narratives of their careers. We see celebratory, progressive rhetoric leavened by anxieties about error, volume, control, disassociation, and mechanics. All of this shows in detail how print both magnified pre-existing energies within culture and added new symbolic resonance to it. This study, then, seeks to increase sensitivity to how authors use materiality to communicate literally and in metaphor. Most centrally, it proposes that the typographic imaginary shows late medieval and early modern authors thinking through the material changes in their media within the matter of their fictional worlds.

Throughout this book I am telling two stories. The first is a story of representational practices. As an aesthetic, the typographic imaginary asserts itself across the period that I discuss; its strategies become established as the conventional way to write about the world of print. The second story is the tale of the printer’s rise to imaginative visibility. Seductive as it is to craft a narrative of triumph and cultural heroism, the printer’s story is tempered by the fact that writers present print technology, products, and places as sources of increasing distress. The more print became visible, the more it appeared as a cause of worry in the fictions of some of the most articulate and experimental writers of the period.


Notes

1For the trade outside of London see Isaac (1990) and Smith (2012).

2As Kuskin’s analysis of Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida implies, texts also generate meaning when they move between specific printed bibliographic forms, such as from quarto to folio (2013, pp. 127–65).

3On Taylor and book culture see Halasz (2000) and Connor (2014, pp. 121–66).

4Cf. the discussions of editing by Jowett (2003), Massai (2007), and Burrow (2011).

5For an analogous use of the idea of an ‘imaginary’ to theorise the period see Montrose (2002). For broader theorisations of the imaginary see Iser (1993); Strauss (2006); Taylor (2007).

6For more on the characterisation of scribes see Beal (1998, pp. 5–7).

7For the scribal contexts of these depictions of the copyist, see Lerer (1993, pp. 117–46); on scribal self-depiction in medieval manuscripts see Nichols (2015, pp. 41–7); for scribal technique and agency see Wakelin (2014); Cook (2016) for a recent discussion of ‘Adam Scriveyn’.

8For the full discussion see Fumo (2015, pp. 79–104).

9For some classic discussions of scribal publication after print see Woudhuysen (1996); Love (1998); Beal (1998).

10On the materiality of writing in that sequence see Frenk (2012, pp. 128–55).

11On early modern perceptions of scribal labour see North (2011).

12On volume, see Lerer (1993, p. 188) and Carlson (2006). On control see Eisenstein (2011, p. 21). Cf. Lander (2006) on the disordering affinity between print and polemic.

13Cf. Kuskin’s reading of Caxton’s transformation of Chaucer’s authority by multiplication (2008, pp. 117–54).

14On Sammelbände see Needham (1986), Gillespie (2004), and Knight (2013).

15On libels see Prendergast (2012, pp. 17–8).

16On the history and prerogatives of the Stationers’ Company, see Blayney (2013).

17But cf. Ong on the spatial implications of the compositor’s form as a place for storing elements of discourse that can be infinitely manipulated (1979, p. 310).

18The issue of revolutionary break versus gradual evolutionary change has been one of the motivating and foundational debates in book history, with scholars now largely coming to rest in the latter position. The key coordinates of this debate are Eisenstein (1979), Johns (1998), and McKitterick (2003). Partially informing these book historical approaches are the theories of the Orality/Literacy school represented most notably by Ong (see 2007, originally printed in 1982) and McLuhan (see 2011, originally printed in 1982). The literature comparing the emergence of print culture and digital culture is vast; that which has informed this study includes McLuhan (2011), Cavallo and Chartier (1999, pp. 26–9), Rhodes and Sawday (2000), Hayles (2002), Maruca (2007, pp. 158–74), and Siemens (2013).

19Numerous book historical, literary critical, and bibliographic studies point this out. See Parkes (1976), Wall (1993), Masten et al (1997), McKitterick (2003), Shrank (2004), Gillespie and Wakelin (2011), and Lerer’s idea of the ‘premodern book’ (2015). On composite texts see Saenger and Heinlen (1991). See also Fox (2000) on the interactions of these written media with orality.

20Texts were also copied from print into manuscript. See Lutz (1975). For an example of how manuscript texts were made to look like print, see Goldberg’s discussion of the calligrapher Esther Inglis (1990, pp. 145–55).

21Cf. Deutermann and Kiséry (2013).

22See also Bergeron (1996).

23See also Graham (2013).

24Cf. Hayles (2002, pp. 23–4) on how a change in medium changes the metaphorical structures of a text.

25Cf. Hayles on recursion (2002, p. 30).

26See also Curtius (1953); Ebin (1988); Watts (2013.)

27Of the large body of research on material culture, the studies which have influenced this monograph are Brown (2001 and 2003), Ayers (2003), and Knapp and Pence (2003). On early modern material culture specifically, see Bruster (2003); Yates (2003); Cohen (2006); Kalas (2007); Frenk, who has a useful overview of the field (2012, pp. 11–43); and Richardson et al (2017).

28See Kuskin (2008) on the emergence of print capitalism.

29On early modern paratexts see especially Wall (1993), Tribble (1994), Marotti (1995), Slights (2001), Erickson (2005), Smith and Wilson (2012), and Griffiths (2015). All these works build on Genette (1987).

30See also de Grazia and Stallybrass (1993), Dutton (1997), Kastan (2001), and Straznicky, which usefully surveys earlier critical depictions of Shakespeare’s publishers and the trade in his printed books (2013, pp. 1–16). Lamb (2015) is a useful review essay of this work. Cf. Tonry (2016) who shifts the discussion of printers’ agency to the early Tudor period.

31This critical understanding of the ways in which print shaped the literary system of course builds on a canonical trajectory of approaches to printed authorship: Saunders (1951), Helgerson (1983), Wall (1993), Marotti (1995), and Halasz (2006, first published in 1997). See also May (1980) and Mentz (2006).

32Strictly speaking, the term editor is anachronistic at this point; whilst the function and the fiction existed from the fifteenth century, the term did not emerge properly until the eighteenth century. See Burrow (2011, pp. 178–9, 187).

33See Van Leeuwen (2005), Nørgaard (2009), and Kurz (2011), and cf. the more traditionally bibliographic approaches found in Febvre and Martin (2010, pp. 78–83), Carter (1969), Gaskell (1972, pp. 9–39), and Greetham (1994, pp. 224–70).

34For the view that typography cannot be reliably interpreted see Dane (2012, p. 123).

35See also Galbraith (2006), Maruca (2007, pp. 44–52), Kuskin (2013, pp. 157–60), Calabresi (2005, 2016), and Echard (2013, pp. 21–59). Further studies show how specific page furniture signifies, including running titles (Day 2011) and fleurons (Fleming 2011).
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1 Instructional texts and print symbolism

Christopher Plantin, Hieronymus Hornschuch, and Joseph Moxon

A legal document from Strasbourg in the 1430s details the breakdown of the relationship between a goldsmith called Johann Gensfleisch and his financial backers. The document relates that the goldsmith was developing three secret processes: the polishing of precious stones, the manufacture of mirrors, and a ‘new art’ involving the use of the ‘press’ and the manipulation of some ‘pieces’ (Stücke) and some lead ‘forms’ (Formen) (Febvre and Martin 2010, p. 51). The goldsmith was also known as Gutenberg, and in the next decade, one business arrangement having gone sour, he returned to his native Mainz. There he secured a loan crucial for the continuation of his experiments from a wealthy citizen named Johann Fust. By 1455 he was in trouble again. Accused by Fust of not keeping to his side of their bargain, he found himself being successfully sued in court for the return of the cash, with interest. Fust then acquired a new associate, Peter Schoeffer, an erstwhile assistant of Gutenberg’s, and they jointly produced the Mainz Psalter, the first datable printed work. The circumstances of Gutenberg’s professional supplanting by Schoeffer are unclear, at least one theory suggesting that the tractable and astute inventor’s assistant had greater appeal for Fust than the ‘inventor who had become an embarrassment’ (Febvre and Martin 2010, p. 55). Schoeffer went on to develop one of the most important printing businesses in Europe whilst Gutenberg, it is thought, lived out his life in penury. Whatever the relationship between Fust and Gutenberg, the latter needed Fust’s financial support at an early stage, and the situation shows that from its infancy, printing was a collaborative activity, although not necessarily a collegiate one. According to the terms of another account, offered by Joseph Moxon in 1683, Gutenberg’s ousting was a just fate. Moxon reports that Gutenberg, in fact, hoodwinked another early experimenter, Lawrensz Jansz Koster of Harlem:


John Gutenberg stole his Tools away while he was at Church, and with them went to Mentz in Germany, and there set his tools to work, and promoted His claim to the first Invention of this Art, before Koster did His.

(Moxon 1683, p. 2)



In these morally murky stories, Gutenberg is both the struggling inventor-artisan and the opportunistic thief. They tell a tale in which the names of numerous other experimenters, Koster amongst them, are occluded, and they show printing issuing from an emotionally fraught history of betrayal, competition, and proto-industrial espionage.1

Although it does not appear on any single imprint, Gutenberg’s own name would, of course, grace a putative revolution: the Gutenberg Revolution. Johann Fust’s, by contrast, led to a suggestive confusion of his identity with that of Johann Faust, the fifteenth-century German alchemist and magician who inspired the various versions of the Faust tale (Eisenstein 2011, p. 1). In early accounts the commercial skulduggery of Fust the bookman takes on decidedly Faustian connotations. One of the most popular versions of the tale, Christopher Marlowe’s Dr Faustus (ca. 1588), repeatedly links the protagonist with his books of diabolical magic, and he signs his deed with the devil in his ‘proper blood’ (Marlowe 1986, 1.5.54). Perhaps unsurprising is the shock which the public expressed at the uniformity, cheapness, and speedy production of Fust’s printed wares. But on his bookselling trips to Paris, he was also reported to the authorities as a magician, accused of being in league with the devil, of embellishing his books with blood, and of creating them by witchcraft (Eisenstein 2011, pp. 2–3). An imaginative confusion arose between the identities of men working at the frontiers of fifteenth-century knowledge and technology, based on the shared symbolism accruing to their respective fields. The public reaction indicates the suspicion that met the earliest printed books, and, more significantly for this discussion, it highlights the figurative productivity of the earliest histories of printing. The new art arose in secrecy from the chemical techniques of the goldsmiths; it later transmuted in the popular imagination into alchemy, magic, and diabolism. From the outset, the history of printing is laden with imaginative drama and symbolic potency.

It is the purpose of this chapter to demonstrate the symbolic resonance that arises from printing’s specialist terminology, and to describe that terminology along with the processes, and personnel, who operated in and around early modern printing houses. By doing so, it performs crucial work for the book as a whole. The depictions here detail the labour that many of the authors in this book participated in or witnessed at close quarters: the practices and social relations described in this chapter are those which, I suggest, the typographic imaginary invokes. I achieve these tasks through a discussion of the earliest instructional texts written and published by print workers. The first is a 1567 dialogue produced in French and Flemish by Christopher Plantin, titled ‘L’Ecritvre et L’Imprimerie’ (‘Of Calligraphy and Printing’). The second is Orthotypographia, a Latin manual for writers and press correctors, written in 1608 by the German doctor Hieronymus Hornschuch. These texts, and the shorter accounts with which I supplement their details are not English but continental, nor do they directly describe the activities of English printing houses. Anne Coldiron describes the English trade in the first century of print as ‘something like a francophone subculture’ (2015, p. 5), and other persuasive research is increasingly uncovering the transnational character of early European printing.2 William Caxton, for example, learned his trade in Cologne and established himself as a printer in Bruges before importing the technology to London. Plantin ran one of the most successful sixteenth-century printing houses in all of Europe; his shop in Antwerp had English clients, and he frequently dealt with London booksellers (Clair 1960, p. 396; 1959, p. 28).3 His text could well have been read in England. Besides, as a comparison of the instructional manuals suggests, early modern print culture was far from uniform, but in the European context, the fundamental technologies were in common.

The earliest English account of printing is Joseph Moxon’s Mechanick Exercises: Or, the Doctrine of Handy-Works Applied to the Art of Printing (1683) and it is usually understood to be the earliest extant printers’ manual. Consequently, it is the only one that has received detailed critical attention, most provokingly in the work of Lisa Maruca. Reading Moxon alongside the other most well-known English manual, John Smith’s The Printer’s Grammar (1755), Maruca finds that ‘by revealing the literal nuts and bolts of print’, print manuals ‘made opaque what might otherwise have been a transparent medium’ (2007, p. 31).4 That is, by writing about print, in print, the manuals make its properties and contexts visible to the reader. Both Plantin and Hornschuch predate Moxon significantly.5 This chapter thus extends and offers a counterpoint to Maruca by demonstrating that print trade personnel were keen to make their medium visible long before Moxon in the late seventeenth century. We therefore need to revise our understanding of the trade in order to hear its workers’ articulation of their expertise at an earlier point than has hitherto been recognised. This is a subsidiary argument of the book as a whole, and it will come into clearer focus in the discussions of William Caxton in Chapter 2 and print trade dialogues in Chapter 3.

For now, the writings of Plantin, Hornschuch, and Moxon provide an insider’s view of the milieu of early printing. They have not yet been discussed as a group, and therefore this chapter also reframes key evidence about print trade practices. I start with a section on print processes before moving on to focus on people. The instructional texts show in minute detail the techniques of typographic production. In the most literal sense they are about printing, and because of this content alone they would partake of the typographic imaginary. However, like other texts engaging the typographic imaginary in more literary contexts, they are also closely attentive to the interrelations between textual forms, and they explore the social relations of the print trade. Plantin, most notably and in a curious manner, exposes print as an alienating technology. As Maruca attests, these texts describe two overlapping versions of their topic, the ‘literal printing process’ and the ‘idea of print’ (2007, p. 39). When they list the ingredients of ink, or the founding of type, these writings are not only reporting on a process but also creating a discourse and a set of imaginative parameters through which they ask their readers to engage with typography as a subject. The manuals throw into relief the typographic imaginary’s semiotic excess; its signifiers are both derived from and exceed historic printing practices. Fust, for example, probably was not in league with the devil, and when the names of human body parts, such as cheeks, are applied to the printing press, the observer is not being asked to believe that it has a fleshy, rosy visage. These texts establish terms of technical discourse that are elsewhere evident in imaginative literature; they demonstrate the interconnectedness of the technical and imaginative uses of the same vocabulary. The printing press, as these instructional texts demonstrate, was conceptualised as a part-organic, part-mechanic, sexualised monster that was associated with both the diabolic and the divine.

Processes

Plantin’s dialogue, ‘Of Calligraphy and Printing’, is the last of nine within an educational volume that he published in Antwerp in 1567, Dialogues François Pour les Jeunes Enfans (French Dialogues for Young Children). The introduction to printing is part of a selection of other topics; it comprises one part of a wider programme of knowledge. Plantin was a learned man, and he announces the text’s humanist credentials when he adopts the educative dialogue form.6 This is significant because it suggests, like the print trade dialogues I discuss in Chapter 3, that printing is a subject about which people should be educated. Early modern culture at large describes printing along a spectrum of commercial and creative value, ranging from a craft to a gift from God. At the more humble end of the spectrum, Hornschuch refers to printing in his dedication as a ‘noble and useful craft’ (1972, p. XI). Whilst this description does not accord printing as lowly a status as Hans Sachs does when he includes it in his Das Ständebuch (The Book of Trades, 1568), ‘craft’ indicates labour and a body of shared, practical, working knowledge. But at the same time, ‘craft’ hints at printing’s more elevated identities because it suggests skill, magic, and poetic making. Hornschuch later refers to the ‘art of typography’ (1972, p. 34) whilst Plantin’s dialogue will mention the ‘marvellous art of printing’ (1964, p. 37). This resonates with one of the most influential sixteenth-century statements about printing, that of John Foxe. He writes in 1563 that ‘God by his meruelous prouydence, for the aduauncemente of his glory, gaue the vnderstandinge of thys Arte or science, for the abolishynge of ignorans and Idolatry’ (2011, book 3, pp. 414–5). In this account, printing’s divine provenance is vastly different from its humble craft origins. It is not merely a set of artisanal skills to be acquired and manipulated but an agent of divine ‘glory’ that will overturn ‘ignorans’ and a force for doctrinal change that will undo ‘Idolatry’.7 The instructional texts build on the widespread idea of printing as a divine source of wonder. By presenting it as a marvel, an object of study, an art, and a craft they accord it a multifaceted and largely positive identity.

The instructional texts also recognise the value of the practices that surround printing. Plantin’s dialogue does this by centrally featuring a printer alongside his collaborators, a poet and a scribe. The identities of the three participants are indicated by their initials, ‘G. H. E.’ (1964, p. 17), placed immediately after the title. ‘G.’ indicates the medic, poet, and playwright Jacques Grévin, described by Stanley Morrison as the dialogues’ editor (Plantin 1964, p. 10). G. opens the text with some reflections on the value of writing to humankind and then states, ‘considering these matters one day, walking by myself outside the city, I happily met two of my good friends: one the finest scribe of our times and the other the most diligent printer there has ever been’ (1964, p. 21). The scribe is ‘H.’, Pierre Hamon, secretary to Charles IX. Hamon authored the earliest extant French history of the alphabet and manual on the art of handwriting, Alphabet de L’Invention des Lettres en Diverses Escritures (Sample Book and History of Handwriting, 1561). The printer, and third companion, is an Estienne, a member of the Parisian publishing dynasty that was famed for its humanist scholarship as well as its printerly professionalism.8 The key figures of this text are therefore a poet, a recognised master calligrapher, and a master printer who is also a renowned humanist.9 It represents, possibly in its production and certainly in the fiction, high-level collaboration between professional European textual producers, and a keen awareness of the interdependence of textual practices.

The text’s implicit interest in the interconnectedness of different types of expression is made explicit by the way that G. frames his conversation. Moments before he encounters H. and E., he concludes that writing is ‘like the picture of words’ (1964, p. 21). He then falls into conversation with the others, discussing with H. the use of letters and the history and instruction of handwriting. A potted history of writing technologies is also offered by Hornschuch at the outset of Orthotypographia. He details the manufacture of papyrus and vellum and the contribution of these materials to the creation of the ancient libraries at Alexandria and Pergamum. Then he describes the invention of paper:


it has not been established who invented paper; but whoever he may have been he is to be judged no less worthy of everlasting praise and remembrance than he who first discovered the art of printing letters. For paper too is itself a peculiar gift of God, and device for helping and promoting typography.

(1972, p. 3)



When he makes the anonymous inventor of paper as praiseworthy as the inventor of ‘printing letters’, Hornschuch recognises printing’s dependence on its supplementary technologies. He does not quite place printing and papermaking on an even footing because paper remains in typography’s service as promoter and helpmeet. In Plantin’s text, the shift from handwriting to printing is marked structurally by the end of G.’s conversation with H., the scribe, and the beginning of his conversation with E., the printer. It is through this conversation that the press is described in detail.

To open the discussion of printing, G. asks the printer, ‘what are the principal parts of your art’; E. responds by saying, ‘the types, the form or assemblage of them, and the press’ (1964, p. 37). The types are the individual metal letters; the form is the combined mass of type arranged into a page of text, and the press is, of course, the printing press itself, the mechanical device by which ink is transferred onto paper. Before giving details of the type, however, E. talks about ink, explaining that printer’s ink is necessarily different from that of the writing master, being ‘made of turpentine, oil and lamp black’ (1964, p. 39). What E. does not specify at this stage is that these ingredients together with others form the two separate components of printers’ ink, varnish, and colour, which were then combined to make ink on a special ink block before being transferred onto the type. The making of printer’s ink is one of the secrets divulged in the Secreti del Reverendo Donno Alessio Piemontese (1555), a book translated into English as The Secretes of the Reverend Maister Alexis of Piemovnt (1558). Maister Alexis, known more widely as Alexius Pedemontanus, writes that


printers Incke is made onelye with the smoke of Rosine […] and is tempered with moist Vernish, you muste seeth it a little, to make it liquide or thicke, as you shall neede. […] it muste be euer well mixed with the smoke.10



Pedemontanus’s ‘smoke of Rosine’ is E.’s ‘lamp black’, black matter collected by capturing resin smoke. The lampblack was then ground to a fine powder to mix with the varnish, the purpose of the varnish being to ensure that the colour carried in the lampblack powder bonded to the paper.11 Pedemontanus also indicates why there was a necessary difference between inks for writing and printing; the latter is thicker and more viscous because ‘alwaies the thicker maketh the letter fayrer, blacker, clearer, and brighter’ (1558, sig.101v). The viscosity caused by the varnish would ideally result in a process of solidification and oxidation, preventing the ink from either dribbling off the type, evaporating, or seeping onto the surrounding area of the paper (Gaskell 1972, p. 125).

The context in which Pedemontanus places printer’s ink combines with the evocativeness of his language to create associations of secrecy and alchemy around printing processes. His book of secrets contains, alongside its medicinal and technical recipes, those that promise to reveal the secrets of alchemy, such as a recipe ‘to make common sublyme, that Goldsmithes, Alchemistes, and Gentelwemen do vse’ (1558, sig.103v). The materials of his recipe for ink – the black smoke and seething liquids – are reminiscent of the Satanic associations of the Fust/Faust history. All of this contributes to the occult figurative properties of the printing press. Doubtless owing in part to the blackness of ink and its contamination of the tools and people that employ it, printing’s chthonic and diabolic associations are particularly strong. Moxon describes the printer’s ‘devil’: ‘the Press-man sometimes has a Week-Boy to Take Sheets, as they are Printed off the Tympan: These Boys do in a Printing-House, commonly black and Dawb themselves; whence the Workmen do Jocosely call them Devils; and sometimes Spirits’ (1683, p. 373). Slightly later, in the nineteenth century, broken type was referred to as ‘hell-matter’ and its container the ‘hell-box’ (OED, s.v. ‘hell’). Where other associations of the press are divine, this is Satanic; it is at odds with the press’s more elevated metaphysical attributes.

Rather than ink-making, with its seething material and symbolic by-products, Plantin’s dialogue lists the manufacture of type as the first task of printing. When G. asks for detail about how type is made, E. responds with a clear and methodical description of the process:




	E.

	First the punch is made. This is a long piece of steel, on the end of which is engraved the desired character.





	G.

	What becomes of that?





	E.

	When it is done it is stuck into copper and a matrix is made, which is nothing but the impression of the character struck, exactly as when a seal is impressed in wax.





	G.

	What is the purpose of the character thus struck into copper?





	E.

	Into this matrix the type metal, such as lead or tin, of which they wish to make the type, is poured, in a mould.

(1964, p. 41)







As E. describes, the hard steel rod, the punch, first has the letter engraved into its end. The punch is then used to impress the shape of the letter into malleable copper, making a copper matrix, a mould, into which molten metal is poured. The metal would then solidify into the shape of the letter and form the piece of type. E. goes on to explain that the resultant types are all ‘so expertly proportioned that they all go together exactly’ (1964, p. 41) because the separate matrices are fixed, in turn, into a common mould which creates the basic shape of the block of type. From E.’s description it is evident that the vocabulary and process of type founding are extremely suggestive of heterosexual reproduction. The punch is a stiff rod that is ‘struck’ into the softer copper, and the impact of this creates the ‘matrix’ in which the pieces of type are moulded.12 The separate pieces of type are the many identical offspring of the sexualised joining of the punch and the matrix. This strangely violent process suggests an uncanny mixture of the biological and the technical.

Having spoken in detail about the type, E. and G. discuss the process of ordering the metallic letters into legible text through typesetting, or ‘composing’. E. explains that ‘when it is a question of printing any book, it is given to the compositor, who assembles the types that are distributed separately in the case, in which there are as many boxes as there are different types’ (1964, p. 63). The compositor ‘fastens the copy on which he wishes to work to a visorum, which is a long wooden piece that supports the copy, and for fear lest it become folded he fixes a mordant’ (1964, p. 63). He then ‘takes his composing stick, also of wood, wherein he sets the lines, and as he completes them he places them in a galley where the pages are made up’ (1964, p. 65). The compositor thus picks up the individual letters of type and places, or ‘sets’, them into a specific order to make the words and sentences. From the compositor’s perspective the letters were upside down and back to front on the composing stick so that they would face upright when ready to be inked. The work of the compositor was extremely detailed and required precise hand-and-eye coordination to select the correct type from the many individual boxes, not to mention the high level of literacy required to decipher the copy and transfer it in reverse onto the composing stick (see Figure 1.1).13

The pages, once the type was set, were usually not printed sequentially but several at a time. E. describes that when the compositor completes the setting of one page ‘he imposes them all together in a chase’ (1964, p. 65) in a particular, often non-continuous, order (this is a process now called ‘setting by forms’). The chase is ‘a square made of six bars of iron of which four form the sides and the other two a cross at the middle, so that there are four small squares in which the pages are imposed’ (1964, p. 65). The compositor uses wooden furniture, such as ‘headers (head-sticks), tapered (side- and foot-) sticks’ (1964, p. 65), to justify the pages and lock them into place within the chase.14 As with the terminology of type founding, the words surrounding the composing process are suggestive of the human body, but it is a body which incorporates the mechanical. The copy is held in place by a ‘mordant’, which bites into the paper to hold it in place, mordant deriving from the Old French verb mordre, ‘to bite’ (OED, s.v. ‘mordant’). The names ‘head-sticks’ and ‘(side- and foot-) sticks’ link the wooden furniture to various body parts. With tortuous rigidity, these body parts are then tightly fixed into the wooden chase. The number of crosspieces and amount of furniture within the chase varied according to the size of the book being printed. The chase, together with the set type that it contained, made up the ‘form’ (1964, p. 67). E. states that ‘the form made up in this way is handed over to the two printers who operate the press’ (1964, p. 67; see Figure 1.1). The structure of the chase emblematises Foxe’s and Plantin’s claims about the press’s divinity because there was typically at least one wooden cross in its centre, more if the book was a large one. The press’s figurative divine status was thus materialised within the hands of the worker. This is not just a contrast between how the art is elevated and the machine is maligned; the machine and its accoutrements also generate symbolism that is at once holy and Satanic.

The form’s adjustable size accounts for the fact that several pages were printed onto one large sheet of paper that was folded a number of times according to the size, or format, of the book: one fold for folio, two for quarto, three for octavo, and so on.15 For this reason, it was essential that the process of imposition was conducted with precision, or there was a risk of the pages ending up in the wrong order. Moxon clarifies that ‘imposing is the placing of the Pages that belong to a Sheet, with the Chase and Furniture about them, in such an order as when the Sheet is wrought off at the Press, all the Pages may be folded into an orderly succession’ (1683, p. 232). Ideally, the pages would be in the correct order once the large rectangular sheet was folded, cut, and eventually bound to make the recognisable shape and structure of the codex.16 Like Moxon, Hornschuch also emphasises the importance of correct ‘arrangement of pages in every kind of format; how for example these pages follow on in folio, quarto, octavo, duodecimo etc., on the front and the back of a sheet’ (1972, p. 10). The importance of this task can be appreciated from the fact that Hornschuch and Moxon both devote several pages of their manuals to its description, Moxon including three diagrams and Hornschuch four. As Hornschuch explains, one means of making this complicated process easier is by including ‘signatures’ on each page of the sheet, combinations of letters and numbers that are akin to modern page numbers. ‘Certain pages’, he writes, ‘are marked underneath with letters and numbers […] all these numbers are odd on the first forme and even on the second forme. This method of marking is called “signing”’ (1972, p. 15). This in itself can cause confusion because the signatures ‘are frequently put in the wrong place and must be put right’ (1972, p. 15). Hornschuch describes a further means of assisting the compositor in the process of imposition, the use of ‘the “catchword” (the syllables written at the bottom right-hand corner of the page to show the beginning of the next page)’ (1972, p. 18). By referring to the catchword, the compositor was able to determine in which order the pages should be imposed into the forms.


[image: Figure 1.1]
Figure 1.1 ‘Typographus’ woodcut by Joost Amman from The Book of Trades (1568). © Trustees of the British Museum (1904, 0206.103.20).



Hornschuch’s discussion of catchwords signals a concern of the typographic imaginary: its attention to marks on the page as material signs rather than only as carriers of verbal meaning. His comments reveal how workers in the printing house needed to make, and interpret, signs composed of written symbols but that may not signify as such. Catchwords, for instance, are not read for their definition but for their identity with the word at the top of the next page; they may not even be full words but abbreviations. Signatures can be composed of mixtures of letters and numbers, or even miscellaneous symbols such as crosses or asterisks. Catchwords and signatures are present to facilitate technical tasks, but for subsequent readers they are a trace of the labour of the print shop. The interpretation of these signs is not geared towards the content of the text but to the physical structure of the book, suggesting that as well as particular forms of signification, there are particular kinds of reading that develop within the printing house. This is especially the case for the compositor setting by forms. His reading of the copy would be discontinuous, taking place after it had been cast off to best fit the paper and the format of the volume. Writers who were also print trade workers, or who were closely involved with the print trade, would be more attuned than others to these kinds of reading and the material signs on which they relied.17

Having described the first two of his key elements of printing, the type and the form, along with the labour that produces them, E. finally begins to describe the third element, the press itself (see Figure 1.1). The dialogue articulates a vivid sense of the press’s physical bulk and heft:




	E.

	First, the press is made firm between two sister twins (cheeks), set upright on two paws (feet). They are joined by two summers (head and winter) and are made secure above with stays, pins and keys which hold fast and steady all the top part.





	F.

	Then is it a business of such great force?





	G.

	You will hear: between the sister twins the screw (spindle) is located, fitted in the hose. The pivot (head) of this spindle enters into the nut supported by crampons. It then rests on the stud bedded in the top of the platen. This platen is a large and broad piece of iron which covers all that has to be printed and is attached by means of rings.

(1964, pp. 67–9)







The twins, cheeks, and summers are large pieces of wood that formed the outer structure and support for the press. Very sturdy ballast was necessary because the motion for activating the press was a vigorous one. As G. surmises, the spindle was lowered by means of a bar: ‘when work is under way the printer pulls the bar in order to bring the platen down on the form and when he wishes to take off his sheet he pushes the bar back’ (1964, p. 69). E. does not make explicit the strenuousness of the physical labour that this entailed, but other accounts do. French humanist Louis Leroy clarifies that in order to move the bar, the pressman ‘pulleth as hard as he can’ (1594, p. 22).18 Meanwhile, in order to bring the form under the platen it will have been ‘put on a marble or stone set in the coffin, at the four corners of which there are corner irons holding the chase. This coffin is on a plank […] and runs backward and forward the length of the cradle’ (1964, p. 69). The coffin, containing the form fixed within the chase, moves within the cradle, back and forth under the platen by means of a handle, or rounce, that turns a winch. The cradle is supported at one end by the press and the other by an upright called the ‘foot’ (1964, p. 71). As E. notes, ‘the platen cannot cover the whole form’ (1964, p. 75), which means that the pressman must not only use the bar to make the platen descend twice, but his partner must also turn the rounce twice to make the first and then the second half of the coffin ‘run on’ (1964, p. 75) under the platen. These movements, effected in duplicate by at least two pressmen, of the platen up and down and the cradle in and out, were the strongest movements of the printing machinery. Akin to the typefounding and composing terminology, the names that E. describes are richly suggestive. The elements of the press mingle the human, the animal, and the mechanical, being composed of ‘cheeks’, ‘ribs’, and ‘paws’. As well as being an upright post, a ‘stud’ is a collection of stallions or of mares for breeding, the sexual connotations here emphasised by the fact that it is ‘bedded in the platen’. The machine itself is feminised with mention of the ‘sister twins’, and this is extended by the maternal implications of the ‘cradle’, the central structure that supports the chase. However, alongside birth, death is figuratively present, because the moving part within the cradle is a ‘coffin’, and this sense of cyclical flourishing and decay is reiterated by the names for the machine’s vertical supports: ‘summers’ and a ‘winter’. The machinery, then, is symbolically resonant of animal and human bodies, sexuality, and the cycles of birth and death.

After detailing the press itself, E. describes the addition of the paper, which is laid onto a wood and metal frame called a ‘tympan’ (1964, p. 71), hinged at the foot end of the cradle. The paper


is pricked on to two small points fastened to the large tympan by means of screws and nuts, so it can be got at easily for the reiteration. The reiteration is done when the paper is turned over for printing on the other side.

(1964, p. 71)



Occasionally the book may require some spaces to be left blank, for hand finishing or the addition of images. E. states that to maintain ‘the space between the pages, the margins, and all white spaces’, a ‘frisket’ (1964, p. 71) is used, a piece of parchment that is firmly affixed to the tympan and layered over the paper. With the paper secure in the tympan, covered by the frisket, it was settled on the form inside the cradle. The cradle was then ready to be moved into place and receive the platen which was brought down on it by means of the spindle’s motion. The descent of the platen on the form was the all-important pressing action. It was through the force of pressing that the blank paper was pressed onto the ink-covered form, ready to receive the impression of the type fixed within the chase. Previously the type would have been daubed with sticky ink using ink balls that were ‘beaten on the form’ (1964, p. 73). The ink balls were made of wool-covered wood with leather nailed around the outside; E. says that the thick ink from the ink-block ‘clings’ (1964, p. 73) to the leather. It was prevented from dribbling off the type by its viscous quality. The ink was prepared by being spread out on the ink block, or ‘brayed’, a technical term that also alludes to the jarring sound of a human or animal crying in pain or grief. This language is again animated by currents of anthropomorphism, sexuality, and violence.

The bawdy connotations of ‘press’, which are emphasised by the colour symbolism of the white sheet being sullied and blackened by the ink, are at the heart of Wendy Wall’s influential argument about the sexualised rhetoric that develops in the sixteenth century as male authors encode anxieties about unauthorised social and textual circulation into their works.19 For Wall, those anxieties are reformulated as gender ideology; she writes,


to be ‘pressed’, as Renaissance texts suggest, is to ‘play the ladies part’, to undergo the ‘press’ of the male body during sexual intercourse. Published texts are thus already gendered: the page is encoded as feminine while the machinery of the press, the writer, and the ink are depicted as masculine.

(1993, pp. 219–20)



Francis Vaux’s poem, ‘In the the Praise of Typography’, makes a typical use of the strategy that Wall describes. He invites readers to accept the despoiling of the blank page, writing, ‘Blush not to see a Virgin press’d’ (1658 l.1).20 The pure white sheet of paper is the virgin who will receive the pressing and the layer of ink, being blackened in the process. In Plantin’s text, however, E.’s description genders the machine as both masculine (with the pressing) and feminine (the sisters and the cradle). The precise symbolic detail of the press machine complicates Wall’s argument because it exposes the fact that the gendered semiotics of typography are not straightforwardly binary. More than simply the discursive victim of pressing, the feminine has agency within typographic symbolism. Yet, printing texts do frequently evoke feminine reproductive capacity; thus, they seemingly rely on gender essentialism. Thomas Freeman’s book of epigrams titled Rubbe, and a Great Cast Epigrams (1614) for instance, contains the sonnet ‘Typographo’, which opens with the line ‘Printer, that art the Midwife to my muse’. In this Freeman anticipates the trope of the printer as the ‘Muse’s Midwife’ that Maruca identifies later in the seventeenth century (2007, p. 87).21 But as Plantin’s text suggests, and I discuss in detail with reference to Spenser’s Errour (in Chapter 6), texts often figure technological creativity hermaphroditically.

Alongside its sexualised values, ‘press’ also implies the tormenting punishment that is death by crushing. The violence of this is prefigured in the beating of the form, which, the reader has already learnt, is held in place by ‘irons’ (1964, p. 69). The morbid associations of the colour black are activated because this symbolic crushing to death applies black ink to the white (and implicitly still living) page. This has generated another powerful critical narrative, which Helen Smith describes: ‘as a material of absolute blackness, ink is inevitably imbued with hues of mourning and loss […] and it is inescapably connected to notions of poison, tarnish and decay’ (2008, p. 71). The text is threatened with death even as it is created as a printed artefact because printing implies a ‘violent pressing that kills the text as it brings it into being’ (Smith 2008, p. 71). This reading is persuasive partly because of the longevity of the press’s associations with death, which are present in the very first representations of it. The earliest picture of a print shop is a danse macabre woodcut that survives from 1499 (see Figure 1.2). In this image, a print shop and a neighbouring library are invaded by three corpses, each attached to one of the four workers. The print shop is clearly the haunt of death, but it is significant that the corpse dealing with the pressman gestures for him to leave with him, by pointing out of the room, whereas the others are being gesturally instructed to stay where they are. The image marks movement and stasis simultaneously. As I have argued above, along with the press machine’s morbidity, its pieces also symbolise life and new birth. The imagery of the press is at times paradoxical: birth and death, male and female, human and animal, diabolic and divine, flesh and mineral. The reader of Plantin’s account, in particular, is left with a vision of a monstrous, sexualised, braying, techno-organic instrument of torture.


[image: Figure 1.2]
Figure 1.2 Woodcut from La Grante Danse Macabre des Hommes et des Femmes (The great dance of death), printed by Matthias Hus in Lyons, 1499. © The British Library Board, (I.B.41735, G.1).



People

The instructional texts thus detail technical processes but are impressively evocative. At the most straightforward level, they engage the typographic imaginary because their topic is printing but they also do so rhetorically, because they are texts informed by the typographic imaginary’s strategies. The reader of Plantin’s dialogue is deliberately invited, by its content and its form, to consider the relationship between orality, writing, and print; containing both a scribe and a celebrated printer, this piece is a written representation of a verbal exchange. The prominent metatextuality enables not only a consideration of the relation between textual forms but also of the shared labour of the printing context. The individual personnel of the print trade and the social relations between them are a key area of the typographic imaginary. This often translates as a focus on literary authority, especially in scenes where a printer or bookseller and an author are at odds, such as the paratextual dialogues I discuss in Chapter 3. Plantin’s text encodes the social relations of the print trade into its rhetorical strategies, revealing print labour to be alienating by comparison to writing instruction as an interpersonal practice. Before examining this effect, it is worth pausing over the roles available to workers in the print trade and the professional identities of those who authored the instructional texts.

In the English trade there was a great deal of overlap between the jobs associated with the printing house, and, unhelpfully, the early modern terminology for describing them is remarkably flexible. One term, stationer, is particularly prominent. In its general sense, stationer can refer to printers, booksellers, and publishers as well as to any of the other trades involved in book production such as copyists, binders and limners (illuminators of manuscripts) (Straznicky 2013, p. 2). From 1557 stationer can also specifically refer to a member of the book trade’s governing body, the Stationers’ Company. The term publisher, although it existed from the mid-fifteenth century, was not used in its modern sense until the early eighteenth century. The role, however, was well-defined and distinct from that of the printer: ‘publishers engaged in economic ventures by acquiring texts and speculating on their popularity, and they hired printers to have those texts set in type and mechanically reproduced’ (Erne 2013, p. 135). That said, certainly until the end of the sixteenth century, printer and publisher were very often the same person. Printer itself had at least six different applications; it could include a scribe, ‘the actual printer, the bookseller, the editor, the provider of the manuscript, and occasionally even the author’ (Straznicky 2013, p. 307). The hard graft of pulling the sheets, actually staffing the press, was undertaken by the pressmen. These were very likely to have started out as apprentices, who were indentured for several years whilst they learnt the trade and would later become journeymen printers. This resulted in large numbers of workers in transit, journeymen moving around between centres and staying as long as there was work, sometimes being paid by the day or by the month according to skill. Another important figure was the master printer, a man like Plantin, who would supervise the mass of other print workers, such as correctors and apprentices, and was distinguished from them by education and position. Moxon describes the master printer as the ‘Soul of Printing; and all the Work-men as members of the Body governed by that Soul subservient to him’ (1683, p. 7). The master printer usually owned or co-owned the business, was often a trained printer himself (Gaskell 1972, p. 172) and sometimes a publisher.22 He could therefore have a valuable mix of technical, business, and intellectual skills.

The more educated workers in the trade were ambiguously positioned both as labourers and as a self-made intellectual elite. Moxon, for example, was royal hydrographer, a member of the Royal Society, a maker of globes and maps, and a man conversant with many other trades.23 His book on printing is the second part of a wider project, Mechanick Exercises, or The Doctrine of Handy-Works. This project was associated with the Royal Society’s plans to create a catalogue and history of trades, with the intention of improving trade practices by applying to them the attention of educated scientific minds (Maruca 2007, p. 35). As Maruca notes, this suggests that, despite the fact that he himself was a printer and a tradesman, Moxon wrote primarily not for print workers but for outsiders with a gentlemanly or scientific interest (Maruca 2007, p. 35).24 As a print worker he is a native informant on the trade and its labourers, but as a Royal Society member he turns that trade into an object of others’ improving sociological and technical knowledge. His career illustrates a feature of the lives of many (but not all) of the exponents of the typographic imaginary that I discuss; they are learned men who operate within the book trade, either commercially or as artisans, and sometimes as both. They are able to write about print because they are close to it and have experienced or observed its practices.

The production of printed books required, then, both manual and intellectual labour. The social implications of this do not always sit easily, as Hornschuch’s Orthotypographia shows. When Hornschuch produced his Latin text he was studying medicine and working as a press corrector. The corrector was a learned man employed to check the accuracy of texts; he should be, according to Moxon, ‘well skilled in Languages’ and ‘very knowing in Derivations and Etymologies of Words’ (1683, pp. 260–1). Simultaneously, in Hornschuch’s view, ‘he must have extremely good eye-sight’ (1972, p. 8), and his skills should include manual ones such as typesetting and the correct folding of pages. Hornschuch clearly positions himself within ‘the educated class’ (1972, p. 28). He is keen to be perceived as distinct both from money-grabbing booksellers and from his ignorant co-workers, who, given half an education, ‘would be off like a shot from’ the ‘sweat-shop, to earn their living by their intelligence and learning, not by their hands’ (1972, p. 27). Hornschuch prefers autonomy from those that he sees as the undesirables of the print trade, but they share a skill set; he cannot be completely separate from those workers in whose labour he participates. Book production was a collaborative process, but it was also socially stratified.

Plantin’s text encodes the complicating social features of his milieu in two apparently contradictory ways. Firstly, its social and spatial framing imposes a distance between the dialogue’s speakers and their subject. Secondly, the dynamic between the speakers and the subjects that they describe indicates the social relations that govern them: the relationship between writing master and pupil and between print capitalist and print labourer. These distinctions rely on small nuances between speakers, but consideration of Plantin’s rhetorical strategies overall leads to the conclusion that he makes minimal use of the possibilities for characterisation offered by the dialogue form. The dominant impression that the reader receives is of a detached setting in which elite observers speak about technical processes in a bland factual tone stripped of ornament and flourish. This makes sense when the text is viewed simply as a piece of instruction on complex processes. With the instructional function in mind, the reader would be forgiven for thinking that the dialogue form had been selected to add colour and liveliness to otherwise dry material. However, there is only a fractional differentiation between the three voices, and Nash indeed points out that this dialogue differs from the eight that precede it in the volume by identifying the dramatis personae only with initials instead of proper names (1964, p. 18). The two main sections of the text as a whole, the first on calligraphy and the second on printing, do not explicitly engage figurative language to support their programmes of instruction; there is little attempt to delight in this teaching. The richness of the printing symbolism emerges from the reported technical detail, not from the style of the utterances.

This is not the case throughout, because G.’s opening exposition contains inflated praise for humankind’s technical virtuosity. He reflects on the discovery of the ‘deep secret’ (1964, p. 21) of writing, which ‘seems an approach to immortality’ (1964, p. 17). Man, he writes, has ‘in a manner transcended his ordinary destiny’, though is ‘still prevented from going beyond the boundaries laid down for him by nature’ (1964, pp. 17–9). By enabling people throughout the ages to understand each other, technological invention has given humans the power to exceed their mortal fate but, importantly, without exceeding their prescribed natural realm. G. then alludes to Icarus by stating of man that ‘it is as though wings were put at his sides and he could fly aloft and raise himself so high that everyone could see him’ (1964, p. 19). Combined with Icarian elevation, G.’s ‘so high’ implies ‘too high’. He is evidently not completely convinced that humanity has avoided the prideful Faustian errors of the over-reacher. Soon after this, the prose and the setting return bathetically to earth as G. depicts the scene of his encounter with H. and E. The fact that they meet ‘outside the city’ (1964, p. 21) generically locates the exchange in the tradition of Platonic dialogue. Phaedrus, for example, significantly, the text in which Socrates reports on the origins of writing, is set ‘outside the city walls’ (Plato 2009, 227a).25 Spatially, the text is positioned in a detached zone, away from the city’s daily affairs, and, implicitly, the printing shop itself. This spatial dislocation is further supported by the elite social positions of the speakers; both H. and E., the reader learns, have been ‘appointed to the King’s service on account of preeminence in their work’ (1964, p. 21). The dialogue’s framing, then, presents it as an exchange between superior people in a detached site: this is an exchange on the outside, looking in at an object of study.

The frame could, however, be said to establish a false distance between the discussants and their subject. Once the detailed descriptions commence, the subject inevitably comes into closer view, and this is partly because the speakers, H. (the scribe) especially, are participants in the world they describe. Secondly, it is because of G.’s desire for very precise detail. He asks to learn ‘the terms (les mots)’ (1964, p. 23) which both the experts use. But the dialogue’s tone never recaptures the elevation of G.’s opening, and this blandness enables the distance between the speakers and their subject, and the reader and the text, to be maintained. This is true of both sections so that very few qualitative differences can be found between the presentation of writing and that of printing. Their representatives, for example, do display marginally differing levels of courtesy, but these are negligible. On the other hand, the similarities that Plantin emphasises are more striking. At separate points calligraphy and printing are both described as an art, and their potentially patriotic uses are highlighted – G. commending H. for searching ‘out the proper uses of our French tongue’ (1964, p. 23) and E. later showing how certain types are named ‘from nations which have used them commonly’ (1964, p. 51). Notwithstanding these similarities, one significant distinction does arise.

Plantin presents the social relations around writing and printing in contrasting ways. He shows the personnel of calligraphy and typography with differing levels of individuation and agency. In the first section, H. depicts a close and expert master–pupil duo, whereas in the second, E. effects an alienating erasure of the worker. Early in H.’s section, he uses the first person plural pronoun to emphasise his participation in a skilled writing community. When he describes the need for varnish to be applied to certain forms of paper, he states, ‘we dab it with varnish. This we are generally forced to do when we are writing large letters’ (1964, p. 27). ‘We’ is repeated three times. H.’s focus subsequently shifts onto the relationship between the master and the child pupil, and onto the body of the child. He describes how the ‘child forms and steadies his hand’ (1964, p. 29) and later that he will learn to ‘have a light touch’ (1964, p. 35). He further delineates their pedagogic relationship by describing teaching exercises. These small details give a vivid sense of the child’s physical effort and the interpersonal teaching exchanges between the child and the writing master. The child may not be taught one to one, but the impression that H. gives is of particular figures operating in physical proximity. E.’s descriptions of printing and typefounding are rather different. The type crowns E.’s list of essential components of the press, and when he describes it he emphasises the manufacturing process rather than the individual agents within that process. Moving on to composition and presswork, he mentions the role of the compositor and ‘the two printers who operate the press’ (1964, p. 67). Whilst he gives plenty of technical detail, E.’s descriptions lack the images of the physical body and the sense of individuated activity that characterise H.’s remarks. He even forecloses an opportunity to discuss labour when G. offers one. When E. describes the complicated structure that holds the press fast, G. is prompted to ask, ‘then is it a business of such great force?’ (1964, p. 67), which the reader might expect would prompt E. to digress on or at least mention the workers’ physical effort: not so. He glosses over the question, simultaneously implying that G. is being impatient, by saying, ‘you will hear’ (1964, p. 67) and progressing to his description of the platen. By comparison with the description of the writing agents, E. clearly occludes the labour of the workers.

E.’s occlusion is highly significant. Printing is presented as a textual and mechanical practice that is alienated from those that fund it: E. deliberately avoids the complicating digressive path into a discussion of physical exertion and labour. It is also alienating for the workers that conduct it; in this text their presence is minimised. If we read this perception of alienation back against the text’s opening dislocation and detachment, the dialogue’s setting in part mitigates against it. The whole account is out of place – outside the city – and we might question to what extent readers would expect the king’s appointees to show anything other than lack of concern for social inequalities. Yet it is also possible that Plantin dislocates his text in order to avoid having to describe the structural and economic tensions in the printing trade, a business that had seen wage strikes start in the 1470s and in his own shop was governed by a system of rules and fines.26 One reason that this is remarkable is because Moxon and Hornschuch, in the two other most important early modern accounts of printing, both confront the issue head-on. Hornschuch writes pointedly about the conditions of the ‘sweat-shop’ (1972, p. 27) and the ‘greedy printers’ who ‘begrudge’ paying wages (1972, p. 6), whilst Moxon discusses at length the hierarchical social organisation and occasionally violent customs of the printing house. Maruca finds that Moxon’s focus on the labouring body presents the body as a collaborator in the production of the text and that in this way he demystifies knowledge by grounding it in materiality (2007, pp. 32, 39). By contrast, John Smith’s manual from 1755, The Printer’s Grammar, erases human bodies from the print shop and strips ‘specific human agency from the scene of print’ (Maruca 2007, pp. 44–6). Maruca’s analysis exposes the gradual alienation of print workers from that which they produce; with the eighteenth-century rise of the author function, creativity becomes increasingly invested in the unitary genius and detached from collaborative networks of material production. Two hundred years earlier, Plantin’s dialogue reveals a corresponding process spread not between different texts but between different textualities. Writing is the textual practice that Plantin associates with the individuated human body and with functional interpersonal relationships. Printing, on the other hand, effects a depersonalised erasure of the working subject. The instructional texts, then, are far more than documents of instruction. As Maruca rightly shows, they are a ‘statement about the values of print culture itself’ (2007, p. 39). Perhaps surprisingly, Plantin’s dialogue shows print to be alienating even as it is an art form to be admired. Alienation is part of the cultural anxiety that writers explore when they engage the typographic imaginary.

Conclusion

Plantin, Hornschuch, and Moxon partake of the typographic imaginary because they write about printing. They also clearly share the concerns of other writers that engage this aesthetic. They demonstrate, for example, the shared authority over texts that must be granted in the collaborative working space of the printing house. They set printing in relation to its surrounding textual forms and supporting technologies. Most importantly, though, they provide a detailed introduction to the activities of the trade and its symbolism. Printing’s symbolic resonance is powerful and at times contradictory. It takes in human birth, life, sexuality, and death; it has associations that are at once alchemical, diabolical, monstrous, violent, and divine. The components of the press machine construct it as a hermaphroditic sexualised monster with torturous or violent potential. Printing supplies imaginative wealth that more explicitly literary texts exploit and that existing critical narratives have yet to fully appreciate. To begin that process the next chapter takes us back before Plantin, Hornschuch, and Moxon to the late fifteenth century and the work of England’s first printer: William Caxton.


Notes

1For further detail on this whole account, see Febvre and Martin (2010, pp. 45–56) to whom this section is indebted.

2For detailed discussion of this see Barker and Hosington (2013), Coldiron (2015, pp. 1–14), and Armstrong (2015). On book imports to Britain see Gillespie and Powell (2014, pp. 1–4), and cf. Pettegree (2002) on the exceptionality of the English trade in the early years.

3On Plantin generally see Clair (1960) and Voet (1969); for a more recent discussion see Walsby (2016).

4Cf. Johns on Moxon (1998, pp. 79–108). McKitterick (2003, pp. 166–86) gives an overview of the post-Smith eighteenth-century proliferation of printing manuals.

5An earlier account of the process dates from a Latin letter written in 1534 by the Frisian scholar and statesman, Viglius Zuichemus; see Gerritsen (1991). For other early descriptions see Allen (1936), and for an annotated list of known printer’s manuals see Gaskell et al (1968).

6I discuss the significance of the dialogue form in detail in Chapter 3. For more on Plantin’s humanism, especially his establishment in Antwerp as a centre of learning, see Clair (1960, pp. 362–95).

7On John Foxe and printing see King (2006). For the arguments around printing as a divine art see Eisenstein (2011, pp. 1–61).

8For more on the Estiennes, see Febvre and Martin (2010, pp. 147–50, 327).

9On writing masters and calligraphers in sixteenth-century England see Woudhuysen (1996, pp. 29–45) and Goldberg (1990).

10Pedemontanus was the pseudonym of Girolamo Ruscelli. The English translation was made by Wyllyam Warde. For more on Ruscelli, see Ruscelli et al (1984).

11For further detail on ink see Gaskell (1972, pp. 125–6).

12On Moxon’s sexualisation of the printing machinery see Maruca (2007, pp. 39–44). For more on the erotics of the press see de Grazia (2005); cf. Prendergast on its links with the perverse, subordinated body (2012, p. 37).

13For discussion of the ways in which compositors can influence the presentation of an author’s work through their orthography, see Masten (1997).

14Terms in parentheses are Nash’s supplementation of the French translated text with the corresponding English terms.

15For more on format sizes and folding procedures see Gaskell (1972, pp. 78–109).

16For more on binding see Gaskell (1972, pp. 146–53).

17Cf. Massai on annotating readers (2007, pp. 1–38) and Lesser on the distinction between the trade reading practices of printers and publishers (2007, pp. 26–51).

18Leroy published his Douze Livres de la Vicissitude ou Variété des Choses de L’univers in the late 1570s, which, in 1594, was translated into English by Robert Ashley under the title Of the Interchangeable Course, or Variety of Things in the Whole World.

19Related to press are the emotional, experiential, and psychic semantics of words such as imprint and impression. These are well treated elsewhere and for that reason I do not discuss them here. See, for instance, Lerer (1993, pp. 176–208), Jager (2000, pp. 137–56), and Newman (2018).

20He was a servitor of The Queen’s College Oxford and seems to have published just one other poem, an elegy for the Royalist poet John Cleveland (à Wood and Bliss 1818, p. 500).

21On Freeman and the midwifery trope see Newman (2013).

22For more detail on the individual roles see Febvre and Martin (2010, pp. 128–42) and Lesser (2007, pp. 26–51) on the structure of the English trade.

23For further detail on Moxon see Bryden (2014) and the editors’ introduction in Moxon (1958).

24See pp. 28–59 for Maruca’s full discussion of Moxon.

25There is more to be said about the significance of Phaedrus for the typographic imaginary, and I have discussed it elsewhere. See Stenner (2016) and (2018).

26See Hellinga and Hellinga (1974).
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2 An emergent typographic imaginary in William Caxton’s paratexts

The last chapter showed how the processes of print, and the terminology that early modern print workers use to describe them, generate print symbolism, metaphoric potential that authors take up when they engage the typographic imaginary. This chapter’s discussion of William Caxton is also concerned with symbolism, but rather than exploring the poetic resonance of technical terms, I argue here that through print Caxton presents to the reader symbolic space with progressive potential. Caxton writes into his texts a fleeting sense of the socially and culturally unsettling effects of the printing press. In this he anticipates sixteenth-century writers including Richard Tottel and George Gascoigne, who, as I argue in Chapter 5, also create similarly emancipatory imaginative zones. For these later writers, though, print is an established medium. Caxton’s writings, in the late fifteenth century, are working to introduce and justify print to the reading public of England. A printed handbill, which has come to be known as the Advertisement, is a particularly illustrative example of this. The text being sold, Ordinale ad Usum Sarum (Ordinal for the Salisbury Use), is described as a ‘pye’, a liturgical calendar and rule book that ordains what to do when more than one saint’s day falls on the same date (1973, p. 147).1 Readers from both the clergy and the laity are invited to purchase it. The Advertisement, dating from about 1477, is printed in Caxton’s Type 3 textura Gothic (see Figure 2.1) and reads,


if it plese ony man spirituel or temporel to bye ony pyes of two and thre comemoracions of Salisburi Use enpryntid after the forme of this present lettre, whiche ben wel and truly correct, late hym come to Westmonester in to the Almonesrye at the Reed Pale and he shal have them good chepe. Supplico stet cedula.

(1973, p. 55)



Caxton announces that his liturgical books are presented similarly to the Advertisement: ‘after the forme of this present lettre’. The few words of this text are some of the foundational public remnants of early printing in England, and as such they also indicate the seedlings of the typographic imaginary, both within Caxton’s writings and more widely. One of the things they demonstrate is that print is immediately self-referential. Readers learn that the promoted books are ‘enpryntid’, as is the text that they are reading. They are invited to conjure an imaginative sense of the advertised books based on the materiality of the printed model, through the typography, which signals in itself in addition to the words. The Advertisement both describes and symbolises, by metonymically representing, that which it is selling.


[image: Figure 2.1]
Figure 2.1 William Caxton’s Advertisement (1477). © The Huntington Library, San Marino, California (Z232.C38, A3).



When Caxton writes of the ‘forme’ of the letter, he refers again to the materiality of printed texts and to their means of creation. As I discussed in Chapter 1, in the documents from Gutenberg’s lawsuit, the ‘forms’ are lead shapes, the pieces of movable type or font, and Caxton is advising readers that the letters of the liturgical books will be in the same font as those of the Advertisement. For Christopher Plantin and Joseph Moxon, the ‘forme’ is the group of composed pages fitted together in the chase ready for inking. Caxton thus also evokes the print production process, suggesting that the books will have been manufactured in the same way as the Advertisement. Yet, forme, in Middle English, refers amongst other things to an object’s physical appearance or shape, its representation in art, to a style of writing or to the exact wording of a text (MED s.v. ‘forme, n.’).2 Caxton’s usage, then, also indicates the general style and aspect of the present ‘lettre’ that do not invoke its typographic status. The term cuts both ways. All of this serves a specific purpose that is revealed in the Advertisement’s first line and reiterated at the end: Caxton is inducing readers to ‘bye’ his wares which are ‘good chepe’. Print is playing a commercial role. The Advertisement also signals the variety among its audience; it is selling texts for ‘ony man spirituel or temporel’. Caxton has made critical judgements about the kind of text that the Ordinale ad Usum Sarum represents, and its likely appeal to different readers. The closing line, however, which N.F. Blake translates as ‘please leave the handbill where it is’ (Caxton 1973, p. 147), belies the inclusive address to ‘ony man’. It makes its plea in Latin, rather than in the more widely comprehensible vernacular. Although as Hellinga (2009, p. 8) teaches, Latin was the formal language of book advertising, its effect here is particular. Again anticipating Gascoigne in the 1570s, Caxton’s readership is bifurcated by a discrepancy in the presumed literacy and social status of its individual members, a point that Caxton makes explicit by choosing to print in both languages. In these ways, the features of this tiny text do more than merely illustrate Caxton’s inventive marketing (Hellinga 2009, p. 16), crucial as that area of his work was for the success of his business.3 They also open up areas of Caxton’s writing that display the emergence of the typographic imaginary: his metatextual presentation of printing and his application of its qualities in the creation of imaginative spaces, his attention to materiality, his focus on the process of print manufacture, and the textual encoding of social distinctions involved in book production and reception.4 The Advertisement also shows a dynamic that is more particular to Caxton: the complex relationship in his work between commercial and literary concerns.

Caxton is a hugely influential figure in the history of English printing because he founded it. His writings on the topic are prime locations for a consideration of, first, the earliest signs of the typographic imaginary and, second, to what extent he adumbrates its fuller development in the sixteenth century. Caxton’s reflections on textuality are readily found in his paratexts, but these are sites where earlier meanings and practices continue alongside the emergence of the new. Through a reading and comparison of the way that he frames two books, Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye (1473) and Mirrour of the World (1481), this chapter argues that Caxton’s paratexts show an incipient version of the typographic imaginary but in an uneven and discontinuous form.5 It therefore adds to our understanding of Caxton because it places him in a lineage of writers who will later share the same concerns and techniques. The epilogue of the Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye has been read as a ‘moment of origins for English printing’ (Kuskin 2013, p. 132) and here, in the first text printed in the English language, Caxton makes claims on behalf of printing that have had a surprising longevity. This epilogue also contains Caxton’s earliest creation of an imaginative and rhetorical space derived precisely from the text’s typographic status, with a scope that is potentially emancipatory. This space is an alternative to the capitalist agenda to which he might be expected to give preference. It also prioritises horizontal networks of peers as an alternative to the top-down structures of patronage in which he concurrently situates his text. In Mirrour of the World, a book he translated and printed less than a decade later, Caxton’s typographic imaginary is less clearly defined. When he speculates about textual production here, he shows a close connection to earlier manuscript practices and does not write explicitly about print. He presents the work originating from the horizontal networks that he imagines in the Recuyell but simultaneously restrains those networks within patronage. Seeming to dampen down the first flush of excitement, the Mirrour might provoke speculations about Caxton’s decreasing faith in the new medium. I argue that the typographic imaginary is still operative but only obliquely so. In the Mirrour, rather than overtly singing the praises of print, Caxton engages tropes and discourses about textual production that he renovates for the new medium. In both of these texts he sustains an enquiry into the relative values of established and emerging modes of textual production. Thus, Caxton does apply to the subject of print a set of techniques that later authors will take up, but his writings overall show the non-teleological, fluctuating character of early writing about printing.

Life in literature, diplomacy, and commerce

Caxton’s paratexts have frequently been mined for biographical evidence about the man and historical evidence about the press.6 More recent critics, employing the tools of literary interpretation rather than of historical fact-finding, recognise that he cultivates a persona. For Seth Lerer the persona is specifically humanist in tone (1993, p. 150), while in William Kuskin’s view, Caxton combines the multiple personae of the ‘capitalist, book producer, and reader’ (2008, p. 22).7 The awareness that these critics show of Caxton’s artfully crafted presentation of himself and his milieu is germane to my discussion, but, though I touch on Caxton’s self-branding, my focus is rather on the ways that he asks his readers to imagine textuality and printing. That said, readers can hardly be blamed for the urge to narrativise the biographical traces in Caxton’s writing, given the fascinating details of his life and the extent of his achievement. By the time he started printing and trading out of his Westminster premises at the Red Pale, Caxton had established a career in commerce and diplomacy. Following an apprenticeship with a prestigious official, he spent time trading in France and the Low Countries. As a member of the Mercers’ Company, he participated in one of the City of London’s most powerful guilds, which had established itself through its overseas trade in luxury goods. In the early 1460s he was appointed governor of the English Merchant Adventurers in Bruges. This post brought political, commercial, and diplomatic responsibilities and 1464 saw him negotiating as a trade ambassador on behalf of the Yorkist English King, Edward IV (under whose ‘noble proteccion’ (1973, p. 119) he later created the Mirrour). In 1471, Caxton moved to Cologne, where he learned to print and possibly began his acquaintance with Wynkyn de Worde, the printer who would later work with him in Westminster and take over his business when he died (Blake 1996, p. 23).8 When Caxton returned to Bruges about eighteen months later, he took with him not only his new skill but two presses and some trained printers. In that city, he published his Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye, both in the French original and in his own English translation.9

After printing a handful of other French books, Caxton returned to England and set up in London, importing and exporting wares, selling manuscripts and printed books, and possibly running his own bindery.10 He rented premises above the almonry of Westminster Abbey and in this location was geographically close to some of the scribes and bookbinders who were his collaborators (Kuskin 2008, p. 106). Caxton himself, still continuing his activities as a mercer, worked in various capacities on the more than one hundred works attributed to his press, performing the roles of editor, translator, publisher, and printer. His press’s output was diverse and included historical narrative, translated continental and classical literature, official church books, devotional works, educational handbooks, and jobbing ephemera such as indulgences and handbills.11 Two clusters of publications from the 1470s and 1480s are especially well known. These are his series of romances relating to the nine worthies (including his version of Sir Thomas Malory’s Morte Darthur), and his editions of English vernacular poetry containing works by Geoffrey Chaucer, John Lydgate, and John Gower. Caxton’s curation of medieval English literature has led to insights about the aggregation of the canon and the centrality to it of medieval authors, such as Chaucer and Lydgate, as mechanisms ‘for ordering the new meanings of texts in print’ (Gillespie 2006, p. 9). Neither the Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye nor Mirrour of the World adheres to these central clusters. Printed just eight years apart, in 1473 and 1481, respectively, they are each translated from French and respectively descend from the vast and ancient traditions of the matter of Troy and the medieval encyclopaedia.12

The benefits of printing in Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye

Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye contains one of Caxton’s most important direct statements about printing and some of the strongest evidence for his incipient use of the typographic imaginary. He stresses that print allows texts to be rapidly reproduced and widely disseminated with less labour than is entailed in scribal copying. To do this he employs rhetoric that later commentators adopt and, like the Mirrour of the World some eight years later, the Recuyell thereby establishes conventions for talking about the printed book. His paratexts here also contain a defining aspect of his typographic imaginary: the creation of a progressive, imaginative space derived from the text’s typographic status. This arises from Caxton’s depiction of dual audiences for his text. One audience is an individual woman with a noble identity, the Duchess of Burgundy, who is framed within socially stratified patronage relations. The other comprises his immediate circle, and the general reader, and is framed within more egalitarian public networks. He deploys a description of the noble audience in his communications with the public one but does not straightforwardly leverage the nobility’s glamour in order to lure aspirational buyers. The move is more complex than that. He articulates symbolic value for the printed text that is distinct from the value it accrues within patronage and is derived rather from its potential to reframe and widely disperse elite culture.

Caxton’s book is his translation of Raoul Le Fèvre’s 1464 French text, Les Recueil des Histoires de Troyes, which, Le Fèvre recounts in his prologue, is a gathering of the matter of Troy from Latin and French sources. Caxton reproduces Le Fèvre’s prologue in full but only after preceding it with a short preface and his own prologue. He presents himself as having translated the work ‘at the comaundement of the right hye, myghty and vertuouse pryncesse’ (1973, p. 97), Margaret, Duchess of Burgundy (sister to the Yorkist kings Edward IV and Richard III). In this Caxton follows his French source, Le Fèvre having stated that his work was instigated at the command of Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy (the father-in-law of the Duchess). Caxton moreover extends the aegis of the Duchess over the text’s framing and its very existence in translation. His prologue relates a detailed narrative of the text’s creation. He states that upon reading the French text, he decided to translate it ‘to th’ende that hyt myght be had as well in the royame of Englond as in other landes’ (1973, p. 97). After he had ‘made and wretyn a fyve or six quayers’ he started to feel unfit for the work because of his ‘symplenes and unperfightnes’ (1973, p. 98) in both French and English. Consequently, he writes, ‘Y fyll in dispayr of thys werke and purposid no more to have contynuyd therin’ (1973, p. 98). Sometime later he has had the opportunity to ‘lete her Hyenes’, the Duchess, ‘have knowleche of the forsayd begynnyng of thys werke, whiche anone comanded’ him to ‘shewe the sayd v or vi quayers to her sayd grace’ (1973, p. 98). Margaret bids him ‘straytli to contynue and make an ende of the resydue than not translated’ (1973, p. 98), and it is finally finished.13 Caxton portrays his weariness with the labour of translation in the closing epilogue, which also makes the crucial revelation that he has made the ‘said book in prynte’; it is not ‘wreton with penne and ynke as other bokes ben’ (1973, p. 100).14

In the epilogue Caxton presents his view on three key benefits of printing. It speeds up the creation of books, and it reduces the amount of requisite labour. It also ensures a wider dissemination of the text. He describes these benefits by spelling out the challenges of handwriting:


in the wrytyng of the same my penne is worn, myn hande wery and not stedfast, myn eyen dimmed with overmoche lokyng on the whit paper, and my corage not so prone and redy to laboure as hit hath ben, and that age crepeth on me dayly and febleth all the bodye.

(1973, p. 100)15



Caxton presents himself as increasingly conscious of his eventual demise, cowed by the fact that age is creeping up on him. His debilitation progresses from the physical instability of his ‘not stedfast’ hand through the depressed spirits of his unready ‘corage’ and culminates in a sense of metaphysical foreboding. The passage is predominantly visual and material; Caxton’s description of his scribal tools combines with that of his increasing bodily ailments to create a vivid tableau in which he appears cramped over his desk. The imagery of ‘penne’ and ‘whit paper’ reiterates earlier depictions of ‘penne and ynke’ and ‘penner and ynkehorne’ (1973, pp. 98–9) from his prologue and his epilogue to book two. This material realm of writing technology is well established before the mention of printing is made, and, in this epilogue, Caxton employs it alongside imagery of physical enfeeblement and spiritual malaise to attribute severity to the difficulties of writing. His stance and language place him in a tradition of conventional scribal complaints also, for example, famously voiced by Thomas Hoccleve in his Regiment of Princes (1410–11). Hoccleve, a professional scribe as well as a poet, complains of the ‘grete annoyes thre’ that writing causes, listing ‘Stommak […] bakkes’ and finally ‘yen’ which ‘upon the whyte mochil sorwe dryen’ (1999, ll.1016–19). The ‘whyte’ refers to the material surface (paper or vellum) on which the scribe, like Caxton, must gaze. With its focus on the scribe’s dry eyes and uncomfortable back and stomach, Hoccleve’s scene is a predecessor for Caxton’s imagery of physical debilitation.

Caxton’s alternative to struggling with these challenges is to have the book printed. This would not alleviate the need for manual translation, but, he implies, printing is preferable to endless scribal copying. He announces that he has ‘practysed and lerned at’ his


grete charge and dispense to ordeyne this said book in prynte after the maner and forme as ye may here see; and is not wreton with penne and ynke as other bokes ben to th’ende that every man may have them attones. For all the bookes of this storye named the Recule of the Historyes of Troyes thus enpryntid as ye here see were begonne in oon day and also fynysshid in oon day […]

(1973, p. 100)



Printing’s self-referentiality is immediate in Caxton’s mention of the ‘maner and forme’ of the text, which foreshadows the appearance of ‘forme’ in his Advertisement of 1477. He refers both to the text’s material instantiation and the specific means of its typographic production, which are directly contrasted to the ‘penne and ynke’ with which the printed text is decidedly ‘not wreton’. These lines then emphasise the speed of printing when they state that the books have been printed ‘to th’ende that every man may have them attones’. Print’s reproductive rapidity is underlined in the claim that ‘all the bookes of this storye […] thus enpryntid as ye here see were begonne in oon day and also fynysshid in oon day’. Blake demurs that this does not mean that the entire print run of the Recuyell occurred in one day but that ‘all the first pages are printed together, as are all the final pages. Hence, all copies are ready at the same time’ (Caxton 1973, p. 163). However, Caxton’s wording allows for exactly that grand and exaggerated claim to be perceived: the manufacture of the three books in this printed volume was completed in one day. His rhetoric is similar when he writes, in Cronicles of Englond, that in about 1456 ‘the crafte of enprinting was first founde in Magunce in Almayne, whiche craft is multiplied thurgh the world in many places, and bookes bene had grete chepe and in grete nombre by cause of the same craft’ (1480, sig.Y1v).16 But Caxton was primarily an entrepreneur and a writer, not a labourer of the press machine itself. As Kathleen Tonry suggests, and as I argued about the instructional texts, the hyperbole of these accounts occludes ‘the erased labour of printed book production’ (2016, p. 96) even as it enables the mythography of the press to be written.

Contrary to his extravagant claims, other factors were performing some of the work that Caxton attributes to printing. The production of vernacular literature massively increased during the late fourteenth and (especially) the fifteenth centuries. James Raven reports a tenfold increase between 1350 and 1475 (2007, p. 13). Caxton’s anti-writing and pro-typography rhetoric mythologises the speed and productivity of the printer’s work as well as the printer himself, master of the new art. This rhetoric is probed by later commentators, such as the German scholar and cosmographer Sebastian Münster. In his Cosmographia (first printed in 1544), Münster writes that


it is straunge and scantly credible to be spoken but yet more truer then truth it self, that one Printer may printe so manye letters in one day, that the swifteste Scriuener, or writer is not able to do so much in two yeares.

(1572, sig.14v)



As if sensing that the rhetoric is inflated, Münster repeats the claim to extreme speed but alludes to the ‘scantly credible […] truth’ of the statement. The influence of claims like Caxton’s can be seen in their continuities with Elizabeth Eisenstein’s model of revolutionary change, which emphasises ‘the marked increase in the output of books and the drastic reduction in the number of man-hours required to turn them out’ (2009, p. 14). The overall persuasiveness of Caxton’s rhetoric in the Recuyell is not surprising given its dissemination through a high number of reprints. Anne Coldiron evidences that there were twelve before 1700 and six more in the eighteenth century, with Caxton’s paratexts retained across the period and thereby shaping readers’ apprehensions of the text (2015, p. 59). One of the reasons that the typographic imaginary emerges as a coherent set of techniques is that increased duplication highlights its visibility.

Although the speed that he conjures contrasts favourably with the crippling slowness of scribal work, Caxton’s mention of his ‘grete charge and dispense’ (1973, p. 100) depicts printing as a skill that is also difficult, and expensive, to learn.17 Nonetheless, for the proto-capitalist, this is an investment not only worth making but worth making public because it starts to build a brand. The characterisation of Caxton as driven by a capitalist agenda deserves further consideration, because the Recuyell paratexts create alternative symbolic value for the text that is complementary to but distinct from his perceived mercantilism. Views on Caxton’s motivations range from arguments positioning him as ruthlessly capitalistic to those that delineate his literary and cultural concerns. Lerer emphasises the latter, writing of Caxton’s ‘self-defined role’ overseeing the ‘legacy of English writing’ (2008, pp. 731–2). This angle, David Carlson finds, mystifies the reality that Caxton’s ‘publishing was strictly business, a reaction to the prior, materially determined fact of the technology’s productive capacity’ (2006, p. 58); such capacity had to be put to work, and therefore Caxton cultivates a diverse audience of consumers for his books.18 Caxton’s statements about the benefits of print may predominantly issue from the schemes of the businessman, but he is concerned with more than that: his emphasis on the difficulty of the process distinguishes him as a man in the technological vanguard. He presents himself and his work as innovative. This begins to create a self-mythologising Caxtonian brand that distinguishes him, the vendor who, by his repeated appearance within the paratexts, becomes part of the product, as a man of perseverance, discernment, and skill.19 The epilogue describes a further reason for him learning to print, which is that ‘dyverce gentilmen’ and his ‘frendes’ (1973, p. 100) are awaiting copies of the book. The Caxton of the brand is willing to go to some lengths to oblige his friends and, merely by buying the book, suggests the epilogue, the purchaser becomes one of those for whom Caxton undertakes these travails. Alongside the Duchess, this wider group of people with access to the text comprises the second of Caxton’s audiences and their presence in the epilogue is crucial for Caxton’s creation of progressive, imaginative space.

Imagined typographic space

By depicting the two audiences alongside each other, Caxton anticipates the later Tudor conceptual splitting of the print readership into different groups.20 This regularly resulted in the same volume containing several prefatory statements addressed to particular clusters of recipients. Hence, in Gascoigne’s The Posies of George Gascoigne Esquire (1575) is an epistle ‘To the reverende Divines’ followed by one ‘To al yong Gentlemen’ and an ‘advertisement’ addressed ‘To the Readers generally’ (1575, sig.¶¶ij.‑¶.iij.). As I argue in Chapter 5, Gascoigne too picks up on print’s progressive potential and draws his reader’s attention to it. Both of these writers create imaginative space derived from the fact that the text is printed; they use this space to posit alternative cultural value for the printed text and to alert readers to the emancipatory possibilities of printing. Caxton later, in the Mirrour, will narrow that perception. In the Recuyell, however, having established that the translation was completed at the behest of the Duchess of Burgundy, and so originates within the top-down structures of patronage, he reframes it outside of those structures and within a horizontal and more egalitarian network of consumers. Moreover, he in part attributes the creation of the book in its present form to the existence of this group. At a pragmatic level, this flatters prospective purchasers, but it also begins to outline the alternative, and liberating, imaginative spaces that are created by typography and that Caxton invites his readers to perceive in the first English printed text. Owing to their difference from traditional social and literary structures, these spaces are emancipatory; with their creation Caxton indulges egalitarian principles that diverge from the solely commercial agenda articulated by Carlson.

Caxton’s liberating imaginary is most keenly discerned in association with the copy of the Recuyell that he describes presenting to the Duchess and the play between the text’s two audiences that this establishes. He, in fact, mentions his relations with the Duchess in each of his six paratextual additions to the text; there is no way that his reader can escape an awareness of her influence over it and its place within patronage structures. His most explicit claim about their cultural and financial exchange immediately follows the landmark description of printing. He writes, ‘whiche book I have presented to my sayd redoubtid lady as afore is sayd. And she hath well acceptid hit and largely rewarded me’ (1973, p. 100). This remark is made within the very printed text that he is discussing. Therefore, he is insistently informing his reader of the book’s dual positioning as an object of presentation and a marketplace commodity. By including detail in the public version that allows the reader to perceive that an alternative presentation copy exists, Caxton reveals a disparity between his positioning of the text with regard to his dual audiences, the noble overseer and the general purchaser. The former receives a presentation copy, implicitly a product of the crippling and slow labour that she commands him to complete, whereas he sends to the open market the version that is swiftly and less labour-intensively created. Whether or not the reader notices this slippage, she or he is repeatedly reminded of the noble patron’s presence.

Although he promotes the Duchess as the established authority over the text, Caxton implies that he is socially vulnerable to her in a way that he is not amongst the ‘dyverse gentilmen and […] frendes’ (1973, p. 100) who constitute and metonymically represent the wider public audience. Coldiron (2008, p. 166), too, notes Caxton’s egalitarianism but in relation to the texts he chooses to translate. In the Recuyell, these social relations are based on a promise, and, moreover, are governed by Caxton’s own agency and timeline, as he implies when he reports on his attempts to deliver the book to his friends ‘as hastely as’ he ‘myght’ (1973, p. 100). This situation is the obverse of his subjection to ducal power. He states that he informed ‘her Hyenes’ about the work:


whiche anone comanded me to shewe the sayd v or vi quayers to her sayd grace. And whan she had seen hem, anone she fonde a defaute in myn Englissh whiche sche comanded me to amende and moreover comanded me straytli to contynue […] Whos dredefull comandement Y durste in no wyse disobey.

(1973, p. 98)



Following his use of her royal epithet, ‘her sayd grace’, Caxton repeats four times the notion of command and emphasises his inability to ‘disobey’. His submission to authority is depicted in a copy of the book that contains the only surviving version of a copper engraving in which Caxton presents his text to the Duchess (see Figure 2.2).21 This engraving is a clear instance of Caxton foregrounding his court associations. He appears with head uncovered, a diminutive figure amidst the looming presence of numerous courtiers. He is on bended knee, passing the book to Margaret in a supplicatory gesture. The presence of the little monkey that echoes Caxton’s posture mocks his status by reflecting it back to him in miniature and because the monkey symbolises the folly of seeking wisdom from books (Lerer 2006, p. 327). This image is part of a manuscript tradition of illuminations of authorial submission (Lerer 2006, p. 325), and Caxton trades on its established cultural significance for self-aggrandisement. However, the image itself shows in no uncertain terms the social disparity between the writer and the Duchess.22

The direct connection between the presentation copy and the ducal court gives it a status to which the marketed version can only aspire; any residual glamour is a mere simulacrum. Simultaneously, though, once reproduced in print and sold for a profit, the rarity value of the manuscript or presentation copy dissipates (Carlson 2006, p. 50). Likewise, patronage relations are undermined in the epilogue by the more appealing crowd of friends that jostle at its edges, even as those friends are repeatedly reminded that a grander power has been exerted over the text. Caxton’s writings expose the dynamic relative values of private and public audiences; they are mutually affected by each other’s existence. The epilogue of the Recuyell suggests that the public printed text possesses symbolic value but not from its association with the court. When Caxton writes that ‘every man’ can access the printed text ‘attones’ and mentions the ‘dyverce gentilmen’ and ‘frendes’ (1973, p. 100) who are a counterpoint to the Duchess’s elite singularity, he emphasises that through print more readers can access texts. Increased freedom of access is especially pertinent to material like the Recuyell, which was previously destined for elite readers. As Tracy Adams highlights, this shifts its value: ‘in printing material originally composed for aristocratic readers, Caxton transforms […] what had served as a repository of social values for a restricted group to serve a broader new public’ (2005, p. 71).23 Alongside his social redirection of the text, Caxton alters its symbolic value. All texts, especially those of a high status, carry symbolic value alongside their monetary value, and the printed book appropriates and widely shares that to which formerly only an exclusive audience had ready access. The shift in status that the Recuyell undergoes when it moves from being elite to being public signifies that its public reader is accessing a symbolic realm with high prestige. It is the fact that this realm becomes widely accessible that gives the printed book symbolic value additional to, and distinct from, the status it derives from contact with the Duchess.24 That this process happens through a commercial channel appears to support Carlson’s position on Caxton’s nakedly commercial practice but the effect is to demonstrate the progressive potential of print. Readers might access that potential through the market but the result is to shift the text’s symbolic value and Caxton confronts his reader with that outcome.


[image: Figure 2.2]
Figure 2.2 Engraving from Elizabeth Woodville’s copy of William Caxton’s Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye (1473). © The Huntington Library, San Marino, California (62222).



Caxton complicates his position by repeatedly emphasising patronal influence over the text. This reminds his print readers that the textual forms and mechanisms of production that print is specifically replacing are also symbolically valuable through their association with the established cultural order. However, towards the end of the epilogue, he signals that older, elite conceptions of value are being destabilised. An image of the fall of Troy is engaged to achieve this. He writes of ‘the generall destruccion of that noble citye of Troye and the deth of so many noble prynces as kynges, dukes, erles, barons, knyghtes and comyn peple, and the ruyne irreparable of that cyte that never syn was reedefyed’ (1973, p. 101). If this is an image of social shift it is an equivocal one seeing as the ‘comyn peple’ are ruined alongside their betters, but the overwhelming impression is of the destruction of royalty: princes, kings, dukes, earls, barons, and knights. Swiftly succeeding Caxton’s reported adoption of the new technology, this moment is an oblique image of shifting values in textual production.25

The imaginative space that Caxton creates is radical because it forces readers to imagine and confront the capacity of print to shift established systems. His challenge to established modes of authority has recently found traction amongst other critics: Coldiron and, most influentially, Kuskin. Their takes on it differ. Coldiron attends to social authority but argues that Caxton’s primary concern is with calling into question intellectual auctoritas (2015, p. 36). As she suggests, this is evident in the Recuyell when he writes that ‘dyverce men have made dyverce bookes which in all poyntes acorde not, as Dictes, Dares and Homerus’ (1973, p. 100). If multiple, ‘dyverce’, versions exist, then none of the influential Troy authorities (Dictys Cretensis, Dares Phrygius, Homer) can be an ultimate source.26 Authority in the textual tradition is already fragmented but, Coldiron posits, Caxton worries away in his paratexts about his work’s redistribution of authority because he is aware of what he is doing when he recasts elite writings for a broad readership. I would concur with Coldiron that Caxton’s prescience is central to his writing and his understanding of his historical moment: ‘he saw the great power of the printing press and its concomitant dangers, knew that he was influential in the imminent and ongoing changes, and wanted to guide readers in understanding this new technology and its products’ (2015, p. 37). However, he does not always express that awareness as positively as he does in the Recuyell; in the Mirrour of the World he pulls back from it.

Kuskin, too, recognises that the Recuyell traces a shift in textual authority, but where Coldiron argues that Caxton troubles auctoritas, Kuskin sees him using literary history to replace royal authority (2008, pp. 96–7). Kuskin’s understanding of Caxton’s diversion of authority in his works more widely is that it is a process both material and imaginative, and, like I do, he sees authority resting on the symbolic status of the book. Kuskin theorises the symbolic structures of the printed book in relation to court patronage, on one hand, and the marketplace, on the other. In the material object that it creates, print gives a false symbolic unity to artefacts that, when produced in manuscript, seem less uniform. This is what Kuskin calls the ‘alchemy of print – of reduction to the essence of authority and a corresponding multiplication of the forms of authority available’; the printed book is thus ‘symbolically unified as an object of appropriation for anonymous consumption’ (2008, p. 148). The symbolic authority of the printed book is handed over by the marketplace to the community, but that community, importantly for Kuskin, includes nobles alongside merchants and gentry. Thus, Kuskin highlights what he calls an ‘oscillation’ (2008, p. 102) in Caxton’s creation of, and positioning of his books in relation to, a public audience. In late fifteenth-century London, the merchants were the non-noble readers with money to whom Caxton was most naturally connected. They were economically, socially, and culturally ascendant but not yet describing themselves collectively.27 In relation to this group, Kuskin argues that ‘Caxton’s books actively produce a coherent merchant class from an otherwise indeterminate group of people’ (2008, p. 137).28 The most important way that he does this is to depict these readers in his texts, not just as passive consumers but as agents of and commentators upon textual production.29 This is the effect of his inclusion in the Recuyell of the ‘dyverce gentilmen’ and ‘frendes’ to whom he has ‘promysid’ (1973, p. 100) to address the text.30 But, as we have seen in the Recuyell and will see in the Mirrour, Caxton does not fully break away from patronage structures, and this is where Kuskin discerns the oscillation characteristic of his texts.31

Caxton simultaneously relies on patronage and the marketplace partly because his social and economic conditions were still deeply enmeshed in established structures of social hierarchy and partly because he can only, at this point, imagine the new series of relations that his products encode. Destabilised hierarchies of textual and cultural production do not on their own change societies. The important point for my argument is that Caxton can imaginatively depict the potentiality of his horizontal social relations, refracted through changes in textual production. Kuskin also recognises the potency of imaginative spaces within Caxton’s project. He writes that he unifies his merchant audience discursively, ‘in the intangible but no less political realm of the imagination […] allowing them to participate in the imagination of a vernacular authority common to all’ (2008, p. 212). Thereby Caxton constructs a ‘symbolic space in which to define individuals as participating in a larger imaginary community as secular subjects’ (2008, p. 235). The distinction that I draw here from the Recuyell is that this author does not imagine the noble and merchant audiences as participating in a shared vernacular authority but, instead, posits a symbolic value for the text that is alternative to its value within a patronage system. The printed text means something different because it emblematises the putative rejection of top-down social hierarchy. It is a sign of potentiality which further emblematises the repositioning of culture within a dispersed and horizontal network.

In the late fifteenth century, when he evokes a tension between the Duchess and his gentlemen friends, Caxton initiates a narrative for English printing of which we should be suspicious, cautions Helen Smith, for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Women’s association with ‘the trade in printed books challenges the narrative which sets a democratic, public, and (by implication) male, marketplace of print against an aristocratic, elite, manuscript-based, and (by implication) female tradition of patronage’ (2012, p. 86). Caxton does imaginatively posit an egalitarian, dispersed, and public audience for his text and, furthermore, presents the wider availability of the printed word as a form of symbolic value that is an alternative to older cultural structures. The imaginative space that he creates around the printed text recognises print’s potential to be progressive by shifting textual authority to new modes of production and consumption. By inviting such reflections, Caxton’s imaginative space itself becomes radical. The epilogue also proposes that the text has a symbolic value distinct from its commercial one. That non-commercial value is precisely derived from the text’s status as a typographic object that creates radical imaginative space. It is noteworthy that Caxton is able to articulate this space with prescience so early on and that this articulation is a characteristic of his typographic imaginary. It is not a space to be taken for granted and it remains worthy of reflection well into the sixteenth century, as I argue in Chapter 5 in relation to Tottel’s Miscellany and Gascoigne’s poetic anthologies. Caxton certainly displays in the Recuyell strategies that will later become central to the typographic imaginary: the position in the Mirrour of the World is much more ambivalent.

Reorganising continuity: Mirrour of the World

Caxton’s paratexts in the Mirrour are a provocative foil to those in which print is more specifically at issue. His attention is angled away from the possibilities that print offers and back towards the nobility; this suggests that the perceptions he demonstrates in the Recuyell are tentative, and it also evinces the uneven, staggered ways in which print made its impact felt culturally and socially. The prologue and epilogue of the Mirrour apply techniques to the discussion of texts in general that are elsewhere part of the typographic imaginary. These include metatextual reflection on the relationships between different media (in this case the spoken and written word), and the deployment of material imagery to describe the text itself. Caxton’s comments begin to reshape existing ideas about textual production into the embryonic conventions of the printed book but without writing about print directly. He brings readers into the production process by inviting them to correct the printed text, although this invitation sits uncomfortably with the ideal of accurate textual reproduction that he otherwise establishes. The Mirrour paratexts reflect a less confident commitment to printing than Caxton shows in the Recuyell.

This decreased investment might be surprising given that the Mirrour is also a landmark book. Not only is it one of the earliest English-language encyclopaedias; it is also the earliest English book to contain woodcuts. It is formally innovative, but it belongs in a tradition of knowledge compendia that goes back to Vincent of Beauvais’s vast and widely used thirteenth-century Latin encyclopaedia, Speculum Historiale (Mirror of History). Caxton’s 1481 version is an English rendering of a French manuscript prose edition, by Gossuin of Bruges, that descends from Vincent’s text.32 The Mirrour describes aspects of the earth’s ecosystem alongside astronomical measurements and examples of various other fields of knowledge; as Caxton writes, ‘it treateth of the world and of the wondreful dyvision therof’ (1973, p. 114). He prefaces his translation with an introduction, a detailed table of contents, and a prologue in which he outlines the book’s subject matter before instructing his reader how to read and ‘understonde it right well’ (1973, p. 115). He also explains here that the original was translated out of Latin into French ‘by the ordynaunce of the noble duc, Johan of Berry and Auvergne’ but that his own translation has been commissioned by a rather different source: ‘at the requeste, desire, coste and dispence of the honourable and worshipful man Hugh Bryce, alderman and cytezeyn of London’ (1973, pp. 114–5). This comment at first seems to invoke the egalitarian energies of the Recuyell preface: where the manuscript version of the Mirrour originates with a noble patron, the printed one has been instigated from within Caxton’s horizontal networks, by a London citizen like him. However, Bryce intends to ‘present the same unto the vertuous, noble and puissant lord, Wylliam Lord Hastinges, Lord Chamberlayn unto the most Crysten […] Kynge Edward’ (1973, p. 115). This statement is repeated almost verbatim in the epilogue that Caxton adds, and its effect is to sandwich both the inner text, and Bryce’s purview over it, within reasserted patronage structures. This constriction of the Recuyell’s sense of possibility is reinforced by the fact that Caxton, while he vaguely mentions every ‘man resonable’ as part of his readership, primarily directs the text at ‘the hertes of nobles’ (1973, p. 114). If, as Mark Amos also notices, Caxton at times writes of the ‘transformative effects’ of a ‘dynamic capitalism’ as ‘liberating […] shifts’ that were ‘threatening to aristocratic exclusivity’ (2006, p. 73), this is a deeply contingent awareness. By presenting Bryce as the source of the English book he gestures towards those shifts in the Mirrour but ultimately encloses them within a reassertion of aristocratic patronage. Amos also observes this contraction: ‘on the one hand, Caxton is immersed in the capitalistic, entrepreneurial activity of publishing, and on the other he produces reactionary texts condemning such activity’ (2006, p. 72). The Mirrour paratexts are not reactionary, but they are certainly more conservative than the Recuyell and demonstrate a less enthusiastic embrace of printing’s possibilities.

Rather than lionising printing, in the Mirrour, Caxton expresses medieval ideas of textuality, explores textual practices in a general sense, and articulates a moment at which those practices are transitioning into the conventions of the printed book. Caxton’s prologue opens with a consideration of the power of the written word as a material trace. He presents the view that ‘wordes ben perisshyng, vayne and forgeteful, and writynges duelle and abide permanent, […] Vox audita perit, littera scripta manet’ (1973, p. 114). The claim is that the written word, in general, is permanent whereas speech is not; no distinction is made between scribal and printed words. This statement is simultaneously reinforced and complicated by the Latin, which is a proverb deriving from the even older encyclopaedia tradition of Isidore of Seville’s seventh-century Etymologies (Kuskin 2008, p. 47). Blake translates it as ‘the spoken word dies, but the written letter lives on’ (Caxton 1973, p. 167), but Mary Carruthers points to a more nuanced reading of Isidore whereby words make present the voices and ideas of those who are absent. She extends this point by stating that, for Isidore, pictures are ‘signs of or cues to’ (2008, p. 275) those voices and ideas. This is a sentiment that the prologue reiterates by twice emphasising the importance of the woodcuts for an understanding of the text. Behind all of this is the medieval idea of the Book, as described by Jesse Gellrich, in which the particular voice made present is Logos: the Word of God (1985, p. 20). From this perspective writing is a ‘metaphor of an order of reality transcendent or natural’ (Gellrich 1985, p. 183) in which the world is organised by ultimate truths as spoken by God; these are mirrored, or ‘written’, in nature and holy scripture and further rendered metaphorically by human script. Encyclopaedias such as Isidore’s and Vincent’s are closely related to this alignment between truth and writing. This is because their project is to collect ‘all strands of learning together into an enormous Text, an encyclopaedia’ that mirrors the ‘historical and transcendental orders just as the Book of God’s Word (the Bible)’ was seen as ‘a speculum of the Book of his Work (nature)’ (Gellrich 1985, p. 18).33

Caxton’s epilogue makes explicit its text’s connection to this worldview when it states that the Mirrour, ‘in spekynge of God and of his werkes inestymable hath begonne to enter in mater spekynge of hym and of his high puissances and domynacions’ (1973, p. 118). In ‘spekynge’ of God’s works, the text mirrors his transcendent powers. When compared to Caxton’s Latin citation, which also comes from the encyclopaedia tradition, this affiliation is contradictory: writing may preserve spoken words that are ‘perisshyng, vayne and forgeteful’, but it simultaneously makes manifest in the world the undying Word of God. The paratexts display the medieval view that writing represents eternal verities, while advancing another idea, that writing records the losses of the transitory mortal world. This later concept is widely taken up by early modern texts like Edmund Spenser’s ‘The Ruines of Time’ in which poetry is a ‘moniment’ (1591, l.682) that prevents the names of heroes from disappearing in ‘silence and forgetfulnesse’ (1591, dedicatory letter to ‘The Ruines of Time’, l.19). With a sidelong glance at the importance of images, Caxton’s prologue thus contains a powerful ambivalence about the relations between types of text, especially spoken and written ones. Unlike texts that directly engage the typographic imaginary, it makes no distinction between printed and other kinds of books, but it does mediate medieval and early modern ideas about texts.

Caxton’s claim that writing has longevity emphasises the solid qualities of material objects when compared to the fleeting power of speech; perishable spoken words are opposed to ‘permanent’ writings and the vividly imagined ‘fair and aourned volumes’ (1973, p. 114) that he later mentions. Like many of his material references, these do not emphasise the specificity of print. Even when he writes directly about the technologies of the book, these tend to refer indiscriminately to scribal or printed modes or just to the former. The prologue of Eneydos (1490), his translation of a French Virgilian compilation, depicts him in his study surrounded by ‘paunflettis and bookys’ (1973, p. 78).34 It then describes how he ‘toke a penne and ynke and wrote a leef or tweyne whyche’ he then ‘oversawe agayn to corecte’ (1973, p. 79). This miniature narrative of production and correction describes the process of making ready the book, but Caxton does not specify the medium of the final product.

The Mirrour paratexts also scrutinise processes of book making and reception. In his prologue, Caxton writes that he requires ‘alle them that shal fynde faulte to correcte and amende where as they shal ony fynde; and of suche so founden that they repute not the blame on me but on my copie’ (1973, p. 115). Like the Eneydos prologue, this is an example of how he repeatedly foregrounds the printed text for the reader’s corrective eye. It also suggests a particular idea of the text. Despite Caxton’s attempts at accuracy, he asks his readers to ‘correcte and amende’ the text as they find fault; he expects them to supplement the content of the book by writing in the physical object. Conceptually and materially the book is presented as incomplete when it reaches the reader. This continues a tradition that Lerer identifies in the works of Chaucer and his fifteenth-century poetic followers, whose ‘appeal to their audiences not just to complete or alter texts, but to correct them’ seems ‘paradoxically to coexist with the insistences on correct copying by scribes and printers’ (1993, p. 209). Lerer places Caxton in a direct line of descent from Chaucer through their shared challenge to the readership, but as he also realises, it is uncertain whether the appeal for correction is a social practice or a literary trope.35 In the Mirrour, Caxton could equally be deploying a rhetoric of humility or advertising his concern with reader satisfaction. When comparing his appeal for correction to the earlier claim that words ‘abide permanent’ (1973, p. 114), the reader might well question the extent to which these apparently contradictory positions are rhetorical or pragmatic. In the prologue to his second edition of the Canterbury Tales (1484), Caxton describes a situation in which the trope is fully literalised. He writes that having printed the first edition, he is visited by a gentleman who tells him that ‘this book was not accordyng in many places unto the book that Gefferey Chaucer had made’ (1973, p. 62). The man is able to supply a correct text that is ‘very trewe and accordyng unto’ Chaucer’s ‘owen first book by hym made’ (1973, p. 62). Guided by his reader in this way, Caxton is able to produce his ‘corrected’ (1973, p. 62) edition. It is uncertain how far the correction narrative can be trusted, but the key point is that Caxton presents the trope of readerly correction as if it had actually taken place and makes of it a virtue.

In later years, the printed text became something to which the reader regularly contributed in a very active sense. Once established as a material practice, the expectation of readerly correction continued for several centuries. David McKitterick describes how ‘pen and type were wielded together in order to produce fully functioning copies’ (2003, p. 33) of books that required hand interpolation of fundamental features such as catchwords. Critical readerly amendment begins with readers within the official production process, such as the scribes who added rubrication and the annotating readers who prepared the copy for the press.36 It also extends, as for Caxton, to the book’s consumer. From the outset there is a collaborative element to book production that exceeds the relationships associated with the print shop. Caxton’s dance between rhetorical and pragmatic positions is congruent with his transitional moment in which a literary trope is being reorganised into a material practice. The prologue’s stance on readerly correction, whilst it does not arise from a direct comment about printing, therefore participates in the establishment of the conventions, and reworked tropes, of the printed book.

A second printerly convention to which Caxton’s Mirrour prologue contributes is an ideal of accuracy in reproducing the text as it moves between versions. This ideal was well established in manuscript copying, as ‘Chaucers Wordes Unto Adam, His Owne Scriveyn’ show, when the scribe is ordered to ‘wryte more trewe’ to Chaucer’s ‘makyng’ (1988, l.4).37 Caxton remarks that he is ‘charged to folowe’ his ‘copie’ as ‘nyghe as God wil gyve’ him ‘grace’ (1973, p. 115) to do so, and this refers not just to his translation’s accuracy but also to the correctness of his reproduction of the text in print. His comment speaks of the relationship between the manuscript exemplar and the printed version, implying a sense of duty towards the former. Accordingly, the relationship should be one of perfect replication, any mistake being down to the fact that he has to follow the exemplar as closely as possible and in the exemplar is where the error could lie. The envoy to Morale Prouerbes (1478), Anthony Woodville, Earl Rivers’s translation of Christine De Pisan, also makes apparent the pressure of this demand. Caxton writes that he has done the printing ‘folowyng evry worde / His copye, as’ Earl Rivers’s ‘secretaire can recorde’ (1973, p. 119). He is probably not suggesting that the secretary was hovering over him during composition, but he certainly hints at a professional compulsion for accuracy, along with a modicum of pride. This differs from other occasions when he appears free to make the changes that he sees fit, such as in the prologue to another proverbial wisdom book, Caton (1483), whose content he describes as ‘taken and composed upon the said Book of Cathon with some addicions and auctoritees of holy douctours and prophetes’ (1973, p. 65). In the Mirrour, Caxton’s sense of his duty towards the ‘copie’ is more complicated than in both of these other instances. Having presented the text as translated ‘at the […] coste and dispence of the honourable and worshipful man Hugh Bryce, alderman and cytezeyn of London’ (1973, p. 115), he implies that he is being paid for this work, so it is important to do a good job. Moreover, the client is an alderman, an official of the city of whose Mercers’ and Staplers’ Guilds Caxton was a member. The text therefore gains some of its status from its participation in an exchange within formalised social structures and should, for social, commercial, and professional reasons, fulfil the expectations of that exchange and those structures. Pragmatic forces partly motivate the fact that Caxton is ‘charged’ accurately ‘to folowe’ the text. Yet an intrinsic responsibility towards it is additionally present because ‘charged to folowe’ appears in the passive voice. He leaves the source of the duty opaque, which suggests that it is not grounded in a particular social or cultural source in isolation but is more abstract. The duty of accuracy is an ideal derived from the aura or mystique of the original.

The actual printed text has an ambiguous relationship to its handwritten predecessor because Caxton’s work does not accord with his paratextual ideal.38 With assumed modesty, he alerts the epilogue’s reader to the fact that he has translated the text despite being ‘not well parfyght’ in English ‘and yet lasse in Frensshe’ (1973, p. 119). He also asks ‘alle them that shal fynde faulte to correcte and amende where as they shal ony fynde’ (1973, p. 115), positively inviting each reader to modify the text as necessary in a process which potentially introduces further error. In practice, then, numerous imperfect versions of a text are likely to arise.39 Elsewhere Caxton envisages disgruntled readers violating the printed book by crossing out whole sections and ripping out pages. In another of Woodville’s translations, Dictes or Sayengis of the Philosophres (1477), the printer suggests that unhappy readers identify that which they dislike and ‘wyth a penne race it out or ellys rente the leef out of the booke’ (1973, p. 76).40 The book’s imagined treatment in Dictes or Sayengis contrasts starkly with the quasi-sacred connotations of the Mirrour’s original.

Although in the Mirrour’s frame Caxton implies that the reader will mop up his mistakes, his nebulous duty towards, and reliance on, his ‘copie’ is evident elsewhere. The 1483 Canterbury Tales prologue depicts him struggling with bad exemplars and only eventually finding one that reliably represents Chaucer’s text. He reports that he has ‘dylygently oversen and duly examyned’ this version ‘to th’ende that it be made acordyng unto his owen makyng’ because ‘many of the sayd bookes whyche wryters have abrydgyd it and many thynges left out’ (1973, p. 62). Both the sense of duty and the language that Caxton employs for its expression are taken up by later writer-editors. In William Thynne’s 1542 Workes of Geffray Chaucer Newlye Printed, Thynne writes in his prefatory letter to Henry VIII of his search for ‘trewe copies’ (sig.Aiiiv) of Chaucer’s manuscript books. Thynne describes his perception of his ‘dewtye’ to turn his ‘helpyng hande to the restauracion and bryngynge agayne to lyght of the sayd workes, after the trewe copyes and exemplaryes aforefayde’ (sig.Aiiiv). The rhetoric of dutiful correction is again adopted by Thomas Speght when, in 1602, he produces his revised edition of The Workes of Our Ancient and Lerned English Poet, Geffrey Chaucer, Newly Printed. This edition is based on Thynne’s 1542 text, and, on the title page and in Speght’s dedication to Robert Cecil, Speght stresses that the text is ‘reformed’ and corrected by ‘old written Copies’.41 The prominence of the old written copy in determining the printed book’s accuracy and form is incipient in Caxton’s Mirrour of the World paratexts, but, again, he establishes this without writing directly about printing.42

Conclusion

The Mirrour paratexts do not closely focus on typographic texts. They do, however, share some of the interests of the typographic imaginary: self-reflexive consideration of the relations between forms of text, specifically the spoken and written word, and the deployment of material imagery derived from processes of textual production. What is more, these paratexts demonstrate typographic conventions in formation. The trope of readerly correction starts to become a material practice, and the relationship between a printed text and older scribal versions is established as one in which ‘old written Copies’ (Chaucer 1602) validate and provide a reference point for the printed version’s idealised duty of accuracy. The Mirrour also continues Caxton’s investigation of the complicated value dynamic between printed and manuscript texts. Caxton is embedded in the scribal practices that he rethinks and rearticulates. Even with the Recuyell’s ambivalent shuttling between private and public audiences, such embedding is less prominent in that text, and an emergent typographic imaginary is more clearly discernible. At this early moment, Caxton offers the reader imaginative spaces and relationships that are brought into existence as the text is brought into print. These spaces can be exaggeratedly descriptive, such as Caxton’s reflections on the benefits of printing, and progressive, like his intuition of egalitarian possibilities and alternative cultural value. Yet while this vision is clearly present in the Recuyell it is more fleeting in the Mirrour, which reiterates the close ties that Caxton’s imaginary has to older social and cultural structures.

Caxton’s moment is at once foundational and transitional – foundational because he is the first English printer, and transitional because printing had yet to fully establish itself. Thus, any corollary imaginative redaction of writerly processes that he performs is closely related to existing practices. In the instances when Caxton dissects not typography but chirography, those existing practices are often being reorganised, and ideals, and rhetoric, of the printed book are being established. Printing is self-validating in the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century instructional manuals of Plantin, Moxon, and Hieronymus Hornschuch, but in Caxton’s late fifteenth-century paratexts it requires explanation and justification. This results in crosscurrents of tension. His imaginative radicalism and the symbolic value that this generates tug against – whilst they do not overtly upset – the capitalist agenda to which he might be expected to give preference. He proffers the public audience of print tussling for authority over the text with private patrons. Similarly, the complex and reiterated value dynamic between printed and manuscript texts is pervasive and unresolved. This chapter has articulated the features of Caxton’s work that link him with later authors who engage the typographic imaginary. Most particularly, it has tracked in his paratexts his early prescience of print’s potential to realign practices, hierarchies, and values. Coldiron identifies this paratextual questioning of value as characteristic of print’s burgeoning public sphere. The latter ‘fostered an expansion and enrichment of literary paratexts, engendering the first public discussions of literary value’ (2004, p. 216). Print, no less, provoked the development of specific paratextual forms, including the subject of the next chapter: the printer–author dialogue. In these prefatory exchanges, the particular issues raised by Caxton’s work are explicitly fictionalised by subsequent generations of printers, authors, and printer-authors, as is the figure of the capitalist printer himself. This figure is variously characterised in the printer–author dialogues, with some lively results that fictionalise him vibrantly. The dialogues, as we are about to see, clearly manifest the typographic imaginary at work.


Notes

1I have used N.F. Blake’s edition of Caxton’s paratexts throughout this chapter for convenience and ease of reference, but I keep Caxton’s own titles.

2Cf. Kuskin’s reading of the term (2008, pp. 82–90).

3For a broader discussion and survey of book advertising in the incunabula period see Hellinga (2009).

4For further discussion of the Advertisement see Carlson (2006, pp. 37–9) and Kuskin (2008, pp. 102–8).

5On the dating of the Recuyell see Painter (1976, p. 15).

6See for example Blake (1966–67) and Hellinga (1982, p. 29).

7Caxton’s humanism, or lack thereof, is a contested issue; alongside Lerer, see Wakelin (2007, pp. 126–8, 147–90) and Kuskin (2008, pp. 236–83).

8On de Worde and Caxton see Meale (1992), Driver (1997), and West (2006).

9For detailed biographical information – an area historically important to Caxton studies – see Blades (1861), Blake (1969 and 1996), and Painter (1976). For analysis and critique of this strand of criticism see Kuskin (2008, pp. 29–31, 306–7).

10Kuskin (2008, pp. 14, 324) for further detail on the bindery.

11For a discussion of the market relations between the different products of Caxton’s press see Carlson (2006, p. 37).

12On Caxton as a translator see Coldiron (2008). Coldiron elsewhere describes the importance of translation to early English printing (2004; 2009, pp. 2–6; and especially 2015); this is becoming an increasingly important area of discussion. See also Hsy (2013).

13The extent to which Caxton was connected to the Duchess and promoted Burgundian taste is contested; see Blake (1969, pp. 64–78) and Kekewich (1971).

14There is also a deeply misogynistic Latin poem appended to the very end. For discussion of this poem, see Coldiron (2015, pp. 55–8).

15Cf. Kuskin on Caxton’s recursive use of manuscript tropes in these foundational discussions (2013, pp. 127–65).

16Cf. Kuskin’s account of the spiralling recursivity of the Cronicles (2013, pp. 106–15).

17On problems of capital investment see Febvre and Martin (2010, pp. 109–27); for specifics on the outlay for the Recuyell see Blake (1976, pp. 28–9).

18For more on Caxton’s ‘zeal’ for marketing, see Rutter (1987; p. 460); cf. Blake’s portrayal of his astute, early realisation of ‘the potential of the new trade’ and suggestion that he went ‘out of his way to learn it’ (1996, p. 21) and Tonry on the non-commercial ethos of early printers (2016, pp. 17–70) including Caxton.

19For more on the construction of ‘books as commodities in relation to the self’ see Kuskin (2008, pp. 49–79 (p. 50)); cf. Adams (2005) and Coldiron (2015, p. 60). For a later printer who adopts the strategy of creating a brand for himself via his paratexts, see Massai’s discussion of John Wolfe’s Italian books (2007, p. 79).

20On his address to dual audiences see Adams (2005, p. 55).

21For bibliographical details see Dane (2004); Kuskin (2008, pp. 97–102) for another view of the engraving’s symbolic complications.

22Alternative framings of the Duchess as a supportive female patron of the press are in Hall McCash (1996) and Weightman (1989). On female patronage see Smith (2012, pp. 53–86) and on gender in Caxton’s writings, Armstrong (2004) and Coldiron (2015, pp. 35–106).

23Cf. Coldiron (2015, pp. 65–91) for how, in Dictes or Sayengis of the Philosophres (1477), he pointedly displaces power over the book from patron to reader.

24Cf. Wang (2004) and Gillespie (2007, p. 64) for discussions that prioritise Caxton’s courtly strategies.

25Cf. Coldiron (2015, p. 54) who also finds exemplarity here but for different reasons.

26Blake gives brief details of their versions in Caxton (1973, p. 163).

27For a recent discussion of print’s mercantile contexts see Tonry (2016, pp. 71–107). Cf. Adams (2005) on Caxton’s negotiation of noble and merchant behaviour.

28Cf. Leitch’s (2012) discussion of how Caxton’s prose romances offered the members of urban society reading material with which they could identify.

29On the Mercers’ reading interests see Sutton (2013).

30For more on Caxton’s validation of merchant culture see Adams (2005), Amos (2006), Cooper (2011), Hsy (2013), Ramey (2015), and Tonry (2016).

31For other calibrations of this oscillation see Ramey (2015, p. 735) and West (2006, p. 265).

32On the textual relations between the versions, see Caxton (1913, pp. V–XI).

33For more on the Mirrour’s genre and form see Reid (2016).

34On the images of his study or chamber see Kuskin (2008, p. 78).

35This is something which Massai (2007, p. 3) too points out, in her discussion of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century playbooks. See also Bordalejo (2014).

36On scribal correction as literary criticism see Wakelin (2014, p. 4).

37On copyists’ balancing of idealism and realism regarding accuracy see Wakelin (2014, pp. 128–56).

38Kuskin (2008, p. 311) on the quality of the translation.

39On variation as the defining characteristic of early printed books see McKitterick (pp. 97–138).

40Cf. Coldiron’s discussion of this moment (2015, p. 75). On the Caxton-Woodville books, see Kuskin (2008, pp. 157–80). On the relationship between Caxton and Woodville see Hellinga (1982, pp. 84–98), Rutter (1987), and Blake (1991, p. 32).

41On editorial elevation of old copies see Zurcher (2012). On Caxton’s influence over later presentations of Chaucer see Costomiris (2002).

42Simultaneous with the earliest English printers is a tradition of continental humanist scholarship whose painstaking editorial practices are exemplified by Desiderius Erasmus. According to Massai, Erasmus ‘deserved the palm’ for his ‘contribution to the rise of a scholarly and professional editorial tradition within the emergent medium of print’ (2007, p. 44). For her full discussion of the preoccupation with accuracy shown by Erasmus, and Sir Thomas More, see pp. 43–58.
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3 Robert Copland, Thomas Blague, and the printer–author dialogue

In 1700, the prolific London satirist Edward Ward authored a pamphlet, Labour in Vain: Or, What Signifies Little or Nothing. Its title page describes some of the ‘vain’ labours that the pamphlet goes on to discuss: ‘The Poor Man’s Petitioning at Court. […] The Marriage of an Old Man to a Young Woman’. Before expounding these situations, the volume presents the reader with ‘A Dialogue Between the Author and the Printer’. This short exchange depicts a figure whose attitude would become recognisable to readers of Alexander Pope’s The Dunciad and other eighteenth-century critiques of a booming print culture. He is the stereotypically grasping mercantile printer: an object of ridicule who is personally unpleasant, pursuant only of self-interest and financial gain, and disinterested in the creativity of the author. When, in the opening lines, the Author describes his work’s title, the Printer’s first response is to complain sarcastically, ‘then I’m like to make a very hopeful Bargain this Morning’ (1700, p. 1). He implies that by trying to sell a product signifying ‘Little or Nothing’, he will have to rely on insubstantial hope to secure a worthwhile transaction. The Author attempts to placate him, but the Printer’s comments continue in this mercantile and tetchy vein for the rest of the dialogue. He elevates the ‘real value in our Coine’ over the ‘Characters, or Epithets’ of holy men, preferring to remain in a condition ignorant of ‘spiritual Notions’ (1700, p. 1). He is, however, curious to discover the reasons behind the work’s title and says to the Author, ‘why then […] put over the Door, That the Goods Signify Little, or Nothing? ’Tis a strange sort of Information, to expect to get Customers by’ (1700, p. 2). When the Author explains his reasons (the curiosity value of an outlandish title and the fact that it reflects his subject matter), the Printer appears to take more interest in the project. He goes on to question why the author has spent his ‘time in Writing on such Subjects’, but also why he personally should ‘be at the labour of Printing, or charge of Paper?’ (1700, p. 2). The Printer’s greatest concern is for his own travails and the cost to his business. His language is peppered with nouns about trade and commerce; he talks of buying ‘a Shop-full’, compares the text to ‘Goods’, and refers to ‘Customers’ (1700, p. 2) and spending. Eventually his rampant mercantilism exposes itself as outright amorality when he declares, ‘if I Buy the Devil, I’ll try to Sell him’ (1700, p. 2). Although he is comical, and treated with some affection, the Printer is established as an object of satire who discloses some unpleasant traits of his trade.1

Ward’s exchange is an isolated late example of a playful genre of paratext that appears sporadically in sixteenth-century texts printed in London: prefatory dramatic dialogue between printers and authors. Typically attached to works that are morally or satirically inclined, these short texts are formally disposed as exchanges between two characters, with alternating speech prefixes to indicate who is talking. Also typically, but not always, they are in verse. In each instance, the exchange stages debate about the significance of print and its people. These texts are of particular importance to the typographic imaginary because they also provide some of the earliest (if not the very earliest) instances of a printer being a realised character and vocalising himself within a fiction. They show the book trade in operation as it makes and sells printed works. The character of the ‘printer’ is a constant, and his voice often dominates that of the fictional ‘author’. These texts therefore provide an index of the ways in which printers are portrayed behaving and speaking as imaginative constructs and, importantly, show the shifting power dynamics of their relationships with authors. Repeatedly, the author is decentred by larger forces, including the marketplace and literary tradition. As can be seen from Ward’s not-so-subtle critique of mercantilism, these texts simultaneously debate other issues, including the behaviour of women and the capacity of literature to convey both pleasure and profit. They therefore use dialogue to debate the book trade and to debate wider controversies. The first section of this chapter introduces and contextualises the printer–author dialogues, which have not yet been discussed as a group. Focusing in on the writings of Robert Copland and Thomas Blague I then make two related arguments. Firstly, the dialogues’ depictions of the printer offer a unique range of perspectives on that role. Secondly, the inherent qualities of early modern dialogue – of debate, metacommunication, and instruction – precisely support the interests of early modern writers whose topic was printing. By highlighting these texts as a group, this chapter therefore offers new evidence about early modern print culture. It will help reconfigure interpretations of the uses to which the dialogue form was put, and it further elucidates the imaginative methods towards which early writers gravitated when they explored the significance of their changing media.

Printer–author dialogue and its mutations

In the last chapter I argued that William Caxton uses his paratexts as spaces to investigate the relative values of manuscript and printed texts and that a key characteristic of his typographic imaginary is his prescience about print’s potential. Readers find these debates in Caxton scattered throughout his various statements about his craft, articulated as part of his justificatory efforts on its behalf and within his dissection of his own role poised between old and new cultural structures. The printer–author dialogues, by contrast, are more confident about printing; by 1518 (the date of the form’s first appearance) the printer had clearly gained enough imaginative traction to be characterised as a recognisable figure. These dialogues are also more explicit than Caxton’s layered prologues choose to be about the factors of literary production that print called into question. This is because the dialogue form facilitates open discussion of an issue. In addition to Ward’s 1700 outrider, only four paratextual printer–author dialogues are currently known, spanning a period of fifty-six years from 1518 to 1574. The earliest two examples are by the printer, writer, and translator Robert Copland. The first is one of four verse additions that he made to William Neville’s 1518 dream vision, The Castell of Pleasure (reprinted in 1530). The second is from Copland’s own devotional parody, The Seuen Sorowes That Women Haue When Theyr Husbandes Be Deade. This poem was first printed in about 1526, in an edition that no longer survives, and was reprinted in about 1565. The next instance of the form occurs in 1566 and was attached to Thomas Blague’s compendium of fables, A Schole of Wise Conceytes (reprinted in 1572). The final sixteenth-century example is in The Blasinge of Bawdrie, an anti-feminist poetic pamphlet published by the otherwise unidentified R.C. in 1574 (it is tempting to identify R.C. as Robert Copland, but the latter died in 1547). In these dialogues, typically, the speech prefixes reveal that the interlocutors are ‘author’ and ‘printer’, and the scenes occur, implicitly or explicitly, in the printing house or at the bookstall. I have consequently named these dialogues ‘printer–author dialogues’ in order to remain true to the texts’ own terms, notwithstanding the fact that the printers are also variously recognisable as publisher, editor, and stationer. These texts, in fact, illustrate perfectly both the overlap of roles and the malleability of terminology for print workers that I discussed in the introduction and in Chapter 1. The dialogues’ vivid characterisations of the printer offer some of the very earliest fictionalisations of book trade personnel.

Dialogue is by far the most important model for these texts but they also interweave pre-existing forms including early printed drama and the framing fiction. With early drama they share three distinguishing visual and material features. The speech prefixes are demarcated spatially, by being placed above the speeches, and sometimes typographically, via the pilcrow. Secondly, the speech prefixes are set out in full, rather than being abbreviated as in later Renaissance drama. Finally, black letter is employed for both the text and the speech prefixes. This last feature is especially noticeable later in the sixteenth century when other fonts became increasingly available for use; in Blague’s 1566 and 1572 editions the black letter dialogue is sandwiched between large chunks of Roman, Greek, and Italic font. Typographically and visually, the dialogues cue readers to approach them as dramatic exchanges (see Figures 3.1 and 3.2).2 The framing fiction is also important to their operations, as Helen Phillips rightly identifies in one of the only other studies of Copland’s contribution to this material. She highlights its derivation in a ‘long-established medieval tradition in which self-dramatizing statements by translators or editors give these figures equality’ with the text’s originating voice (2007, pp. 37–8). Medieval translators’ prefaces (like those by Caxton that I discussed in Chapter 2) share features with ‘initiatory fictions’ (Phillips 2007, p. 40) such as dream vision prologues, which later evolve into the framing fictions of prose narratives (that I discuss in Chapters 4 and 7). All of these forms explain or create a fiction of the text’s composition. This is a function that the dialogues also perform by staging debates between the author and the printer over the text’s viability. However, they are more concerned with the history of the text’s arrival in print than in its circumstances of writerly composition.


[image: Figure 3.1]
Figure 3.1 Detail of a page from Everyman, printed by John Skot in 1528. © The Huntington Library, San Marino, California (14195).




[image: Figure 3.2]
Figure 3.2 Detail of the first page of Robert Copland’s dialogue in William Neville’s The Castell of Pleasure (1530). © The Huntington Library, San Marino, California (49038).



This paratextual form is very rare, but it is part of a bigger picture: longer texts in which formal dialogue is used to discuss writing or printing. Copland’s two are the only surviving examples attributable to a printer, but aspects of the printer–author dialogue were reworked in various ways during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries by texts that engage the typographic imaginary. One of the earliest mutations is the 1552 poem by ‘Westerne Wyll’ (probably William Baldwin), Upon the Debate Betwxyte Churchyarde and Camell. This poem is part of the pamphlet flyting known as Dauid Dycers Dreame; in it a group of illiterate sailors take themselves to ‘Poules […] / Amonge the printers’ and, standing on the threshold of the printer’s shop, are persuaded to buy a ‘rolle of Rithimes’ (Churchyard 1560, sig.Ciiiiv).3 An extensive conversation ensues about the merits of the purchase, but this is subsumed within the body of the text. Westerne Wyll’s poem is linked with the printer–author dialogues because it is a text that addresses areas of the typographic imaginary with represented conversation. He does not, however, use the dialogue form. In 1567 follows the French and Flemish dialogue that I discussed in Chapter 1, Christopher Plantin’s ‘L’Ecritvre et L’Imprimerie’ (‘Of Calligraphy and Printing’). Ulpian Fulwell, in 1576, produces The Arte of Flatterie, a smorgasbord stuffed with eight satirical dialogues plus two paratextual ones that collectively involve several agents of literary production.4 In the seventeenth century, print trade dialogues assume a more overtly dramatic character. In 1602 the poet and pamphleteer Samuel Rowlands printed Tis Merrie When Gossips Meete, an extended, bawdy dramatic scene between three urban women in a tavern. It is prefaced by an exchange on a bookstall involving a printer’s ‘Prentice’ (1602, sig.A3r) trying to sell the book to a browsing gentleman.5 Street vendors’ frustrations about the moment of sale, or the lack of it, feature prominently in an anonymous dialogic pamphlet from 1641, The Dovvnefall of Temporizing Poets, Unlicenst Printers, Upstart Booksellers, Trotting Mercuries and Bawling Hawkers. In this case, book trade personnel spar verbally as they bemoan their down-at-heel existence. This range of early modern book trade dialogues demonstrates that the dialogue form was attractive to early modern writers who engage the typographic imaginary. This is the case across two centuries and in several European print cultures.6 Amongst these diverse bookish and printerly conversations, the core element of debate about the trade or its associated practices always remains. The paratextual printer–author dialogues, particularly, focus intently and uniquely on the scene of book production. These texts recur on the repeated question of whether or not a book will be printed and the attendant tensions between the author and the printer.

Characterising the printer: gatekeepers of the press

Contrary to what Ward’s eighteenth-century readers might be led to expect, the earlier dialogues do not simply rehearse stock conceptions of the lazy, grasping, and mercantile printer. Instead, they exhibit nuanced and varying characterisations of professionals engaging in an array of recognisably printerly activities. These include advising the author, critically assessing the viability of a book, displaying expert knowledge of the market, and acting as gatekeepers of the press by determining what will be printed. The issue to which they return without fail is access to the press, and they repeatedly question the relative power of the author and printer.7 Their fictions exist in imaginative proximity to scenes of textual production and consumption, taking place, for example, at the bookseller’s stall or in the moment of an author showing his work to a printer. The author has to convince the printer to print the text and overcome the printer’s pessimistic, world-weary, or market-wary rationalisations against doing so. In the course of these negotiations the dialogues, typically of the typographic imaginary, speak in detail about the technical processes and the marketplace of print. All of these features are evident in the earliest examples of the form, those by Robert Copland.

Copland is best known for his 1508 translation from French of the popular almanac, The Kalender of Shepeherdes. This text was not new to the English language nor to England, but Copland’s translation popularised it; by 1579 it had influenced Edmund Spenser’s The Shepheardes Calender and had gone through nineteen editions by the end of 1631.8 Copland worked as a printer, translator, corrector of the press, and editor. Like those of Caxton, Plantin, Hieronymous Hornschuch, and Joseph Moxon, his forty-year career in print interlaces the intellectual and manual labours of the printing house and emphasises the fluidity of the roles within it.9 After about 1515 Copland opened his own establishment, at the Rose Garland, which was later taken over by his son William Copland (Duff 1905, pp. 31–2). Previously, Robert had worked for Wynkyn de Worde, who forms the missing link between him and Caxton. Within de Worde’s shop, at the sign of the Sun in Fleet Street, Copland used Caxton’s old presses and later, through de Worde, acquired Caxton’s trade in printing indulgences (Kuskin 2006, p. 7). Copland’s work overall is diverse. He contributed to books of hours and translated religious and amorous verse, alongside instructional texts on dancing, surgery, and astronomy. He was also a poet in his own right. In the 1530s he wrote Iyl of Braintfords Testament, a scatological tale of a widow whose only legacy is twenty-six-and-a-half farts. This was followed by The Hye Way to the Spyttel Hous, an adaptation of a French prose original and one of the earliest texts of vagabond literature. Like Caxton, Copland habitually added paratexts of various kinds to the works with which he was involved, and, also like Caxton, these additions contain many of his remarks about literature, printing, and the book trade. Copland’s paratextual comments on the commodification of written knowledge and the processes of textual production have prompted critics to note that he is a writer who especially celebrates print and its possibilities.10 His two printer–author dialogues are prime examples of this paratextual characteristic. They are also the only dialogues of the group that can be directly attributed to a member of the printing trade, and in them authority is most clearly the purview of the printer. In The Castell of Pleasure (1518), Copland and his fictionalised version of the author, William Neville, negotiate over whether or not the text should be printed. Neville’s authority is ultimately relegated below Copland’s. In The Seuen Sorowes (1526 and 1565), the fictionalised Copland acts as compiler, author, printer, and imagined vendor of the text. Rather than vesting authority in any one individual, he presents the wholly alternative site of the marketplace as its source.

The earliest of Copland’s two dialogues is also the first of its kind. The Castell of Pleasure is the only printed work of William Neville, who was a minor aristocrat with a penchant for prophesy and magic (Elton 1985, p. 50). For Copland, unlike Caxton, connections with the nobility were highly unusual. Most of his work was aimed at a middle-class audience and Neville’s poem, according to Mary Carpenter Erler, ‘provides one of Copland’s few points of contact with the Tudor aristocracy’ (Copland 1993, p. 62). The Castell of Pleasure is a semi-dialogic allegorical dream vision. The subtitle describes it as ‘the conueyaunce of a dreme how Desyre went to the castell of pleasure wherin was the gardyn of affeccyon inhabyted by Beaute to whome he amerously expressed his loue’. The courtly setting of the castle and the garden locus amoenus combine with the allegorical mode to indicate the poem’s romance content. Copland’s contribution is his opening dialogue, ‘Coplande the Prynter to the Auctour’; three other poems, including a French envoy and ‘Ballade Royalle’; and a closing verse addressed to Neville. The text evidently achieved some popularity because after the 1518 edition (printed by Hary Pepwell), there was, in 1530, a second edition by de Worde.

The dialogue’s elevation of the printer is evident from the outset because Copland’s position is immediately authoritative. His voice is dominant throughout, opening and closing the discussion and speaking five of the seven rhyming stanzas, compared to Thauctour’s mere two.11 The scene shows ‘Coplande the prynter’ addressing ‘Thauctour’; the latter receives compliments, but these are constantly tempered by Copland’s professional judgement. Thauctour, for his part, attempts to convince Copland that his poem deserves to be printed. Copland’s opening address is full of support for the young writer: ‘your mynde consydered and your good entent / Theffecte regarded in euery maner case / Your cyrcumstaunce and labour dylygent’ (1530, sig.a.iv).12 He approves Thauctour’s thinking, his good intention and ‘dylygent’ work, which are all the more laudable because of Thauctour’s young ‘aege’ and ‘flourynge […] youthe’ (1530, sig.a.iv). Copland proceeds to single out the work’s moral tenor and serious reasoning that, he writes, will set an example to ‘yonge tender hertes’ (1530, sig.a.iv). He is also able to judge that Thauctour is treating of ‘maters ryght vncouthe […] / In termes fresshe […] / Not with rude toyes but elegant and newe’ (1530, sig.a.iv). That is to say, Thauctour is treating unfamiliar material in an innovative and pleasing way.

Despite the text’s qualities, Copland is concerned about who will buy it. This is partly expressed through the observation that ‘who wyll construe is of grete effycace’ (1530, sig.a.iv). He means ‘who will read it is of great importance’, but this is a book for sale, and the unstated implication is that who will buy it is of great importance.13 Knowing his market, Copland voices a sceptical attitude about the book’s potential readers. He says they are more interested in ‘lucre to gete theyr neyghbour to begyle’, tricking their neighbours out of money, than in rewarding Thauctour’s ‘labour and studyous dyte’ (1530, sig.a.iv) by purchasing the book. Copland also employs his knowledge of the literary marketplace to characterise the book’s audience as morally degenerate and sexually uninhibited, complaining that, unlike the present text, ‘bokes of loue innumerable prynted be […] / Without regarde of sensuall nycete’ (1530, sig.a.iir). There are, he says, many printed books of romance on the market whose protagonists have no regard for sensual restraint. Copland’s remarks openly disavow the titillating appeal of those ‘bokes of loue’ but, simultaneously, slyly hint that such material is present in Neville’s.14 As Phillips observes, the subtlety of Copland’s comparisons implies that the reader of this book is nothing like the philistines he disparages; this is ‘a tour de force of cunning advertising, almost subliminally coercive and flattering to its prospective customer’ (1995, p. 54). Copland clearly presents himself as the type of ‘specialist reader’ that both Zachary Lesser (2007) and Sonia Massai identify in the seventeenth-century book trade: ‘their ability to market playbooks depended on the extent to which other booksellers and ordinary readers credited their judgement as critics and guarantors of the literary quality of the books they chose to publish’ (Massai 2007, p. 35). Yet ‘Coplande the prynter’ is more than just a sophisticated marketer and is enabled by his professional knowledge and judgement to assert authority over the text and its author.

This becomes more evident when Thauctour somewhat petulantly interrupts Copland’s cynical tone by interjecting, ‘enprynt this boke Coplande at my request […] / It doost no good lyenge styll in my chest’ (1530, sig.a.iir). With this outburst, Thauctour appeals to Copland’s social and emotional nature, rather than his business sense. The logic of the first line is that Copland should print the book simply because he is requested to do so; there is a hint here of the difference in social status between the two historical figures. Thauctour’s image of the book lying still in his chest presents the book as a dead heart, static where it should be beating vigorously. The dialogue implies that Thauctour is suffering emotional death and that Copland is causing his affliction by refusing to release the book from its inner tomb. At the moment of his bid for public textual inscription, Thauctour is presented as the living dead, in thrall to the power of the printer. This imagery places Copland in the role of Thauctour’s emotional liberator, even possessing the power to revive him from death.

Thauctour’s pleas ultimately serve his purpose of convincing Copland to print the book, but in order to achieve this goal Thauctour is required to change his strategy. Eventually he rather desperately asserts that ‘to passe the tyme some wyll bye it algate / Cause it is newe’ and ‘at leest way yonge folke wyll gladly seke recure / Beauty to gete in the toure of pleasure’ (1530, sig.a.iir). He states defensively that ‘algate’ (anyway) people will buy something new to pass the time and ‘at leest way’ (at least) young people will value assistance bringing Beauty to their desired destination. In its allegorical depiction of Beauty’s approach to the phallic ‘toure of pleasure’, this final image is suggestive of exactly the sort of sensuality that Copland perceives in existing romances. The image contradicts the ‘clene cyrcunspeccyon’ (1530, sig.a.iv) that Thauctour earlier describes his book as promoting. By concurrently avowing and disavowing the poem’s sexual content, the dialogue form articulates the expectation that the literary text should be profitable and the knowledge that it is probably also pleasurable. Phillips suggests on this point that Copland’s ‘taste for dialogue’ potentially expresses the ‘conflicting pressures on a printer of the period’ (1995, p. 39) to deliver texts that were both financially and morally worthy.15 In his later work, The Seuen Sorowes, Copland makes these pressures explicit, but here he disguises them with the immediate fiction of the scene, specifically, the posture that ‘Copland the prynter’ is suspicious of the viability of the book in the marketplace. The dialogue’s compressed negotiations demonstrate the printer’s power as a gatekeeper of the press because for Thauctour to achieve his emotional and textual release, the printer must agree to and facilitate the book’s printing.

As for Thauctour’s status, it is problematic from the outset because the praise Copland affords him in the opening stanzas establishes him in a junior and inexperienced position. Moreover, according to the fiction, his book is printed not on the basis of its quality but at his petulant insistence and with the possible additional influence of his superior social status. His proper name does not appear in the book until after the poem, when the second stanza of ‘Lenuoy de Robert Coplande Lymprimeur’ (‘The Envoy of Robert Copland the Printer’) finally mentions it in French. Authors’ names, at this time, were seldom bibliographically prominent, but Neville’s position compares unfavourably with that of his printer, whose proper name has been mentioned several times already, thrice within titles to the various paratexts surrounding the poem. The authority of both Thauctour and his historical counterpart, Neville, is subsumed whereas that of Copland, the dramatic character and the historical figure, is asserted. This paratextual elevation of the printer is not entirely typical of printing contemporary with Copland or later in the sixteenth century. Martha Driver (1997), for example, describes de Worde’s conspicuous promotion of authorial identities and John Jowett argues that Henry Chettle centres the author even as his editorial ‘self-presentation imposes its own layer of meaning’ (2003, p. 153).16 Assertion of printerly authority is, however, a characteristic of Copland’s approach in The Castell of Pleasure. He makes this assertion by displaying several aspects of the printer’s varied expertise; he is seen supporting and advising the author, critically assessing the author’s work, employing his knowledge of the marketplace, and acting as the gatekeeper of the printing press.

In Copland’s later text, The Seuen Sorowes, the printer has a similarly multifaceted role. Authority over the text, however, is much more diffuse, and a number of different sources of it are proposed, including the marketplace. The poem tells the story of a widow immediately after she loses her husband; each of its seven sections leads the reader through a different stage in her grief. It is compassionate and gently humorous in tone. As the widow walks behind the coffin to the church, for example, the reader learns of her pinching shoe and later sees her toying with her table knife in boredom before sending for her gossips and ‘a quart of Muscadel’ (1565, sig.B.iv). Commentators disagree whether The Seuen Sorowes is ‘intrinsically dull’ (Wright 1958, p. 471) or is possessed of a ‘subtle twinkle’ (Meagher 1977, p. 19), but its opening dialogue is consistently highlighted for its focus on the conditions of literary production. This scene occurs at the bookseller’s stall, where Copland is trying to sell his wares but is disappointed to find himself possessed of aspirations for the tastes of his clientele that they fail to share. He attempts to market edifying spiritual and philosophical books of ‘morall wysdome’ and ‘comen consolation’ but laments that his customers only want ‘tryfles […] / Or wanton toyes’ (1565, sig.A.i.v). Along comes one such customer, ‘Quidam’, whose Latinate name, meaning ‘anybody’ or ‘somebody’, presents him as a miscellaneous person of little consequence. Quidam rejects Copland’s ‘proper’ book, demanding in its place news, ballads, or books ‘ful of bourdes’ (1565, sig.A.ii.r). Specifically, he is looking for ‘a prety geest in ryme / Of the seuen sorowes that these women haue / Whan that their husbandes been brought to graue’ (1565, sig.A.ii.r). Copland’s stock contains nothing of the sort so, after some debate about whether the poem that Quidam wants is ‘against’ women and will cause the printer to earn their ‘displeasure’ (1565, sig.A.ii.v), Quidam recites it for Copland and the printer takes dictation in readiness to later produce the printed version.

In the course of the dialogue, Copland, like in The Castell of Pleasure, is presented as a vendor of books, an expert in types of books and their market, a literary specialist capable of critically assessing texts, and a gatekeeper of the press. Quidam’s oral poem will only be printed if Copland agrees to do so. Unlike in the earlier text, Copland is also presented as a member of a self-consciously professional group. Before Quidam gives his oral rendition of The Seuen Sorowes, he complains vociferously against Copland’s trade colleagues: ‘by my soule ye prynters make such englyshe / So yll spelled, so yll poynted, and so peuyshe / That scantly one cane rede lynes tow’ (1565, sig.A.iii.r). The accusation is that printers produce error-ridden work that is barely legible. Copland is forced to defend his craft against these aspersions, but only after he clarifies his own priorities:


I care not greatly, so that I nowe and than

May get a peny as wel as I can

Howe be it, in our crafte I knowe that there be

Connyng good worke men, and that is to se

In latyn and englysh, which they haue wrought

(1565, sig.A.iii.r)



He freely admits his mercantile agenda of getting ‘a peny’, but he also emphasises the learnedness and skill of his fellow printers, whose good quality work is visible in their products. This dialogue is a dissection and a defence of the printer’s role.

Copland’s closing admission of his pecuniary motivation is significant because it makes explicit the role of the marketplace itself in the production, or solicitation, of printed texts. When he early on complains that his worthy books will not sell, Copland muses, ‘but bokes of vertue haue none vtteraunce’ (1565, sig.A.ii.r). This resembles his statement in The Castell of Pleasure that ‘the vtteraunce’ of Neville’s book ‘wyll be but smale’ (1530, sig.A.ii.r). The books that Copland approves of have little trading value, or ‘vtteraunce’ because purchasers desire other things.17 Copland’s book production policy becomes one of responsiveness to market forces when he reacts on the spot to the demands and tastes of his buyer. Similarly to Caxton’s images of his gentlemen friends in the Mirrour of the World and the Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye, Quidam is a metonym for the market. To please that market, Copland must create additional stock that he is compelled to sell alongside the books that he desires to sell. Like his comments about salacious romances in The Castell of Pleasure, this is partly a sales device enabling Copland to appear reluctant to sell such ‘tryfles’ and ‘wanton toyes’ (1565, sig.A.i.v). It also, however, depicts a complex scene of textual production in which no one agent has control. Authority over the creation of the printed book is placed not in the oral performer who extracts it from the wider culture, the amanuensis who transcribes it, or in the printer who fabricates and sells the book but in something much more diffuse: the marketplace itself.18 This is consistent with Alexandra Halasz’s still important argument that ‘print permanently altered the discursive field not by bringing books to the marketplace […] but by enabling the marketplace to develop as a means of producing, disseminating, and mediating discourse’ (2006, p. 4). Copland’s presentation of the market provides illuminating contrasts with Caxton’s. The latter’s perceptions of the market’s emergence as a source of discourse remain closely tied to established courtly contexts, but Copland’s text openly asserts the market’s agency. Caxton posits the symbolic value of the printed book on the basis of its wide dispersal, through the market to a broad community, and the progressive imaginary that the printed book provokes. Copland more straightforwardly illustrates the market’s creative force.

The printer–author dialogues do not all privilege the market in this way. For Thomas Blague, in his compendium of fables, A Schole of Wise Conceytes (1566 and 1572), the market is important but literary tradition is more important. Many of the printerly functions that Copland performs are recognisable in Blague’s ‘Dialogue Betwene the Author and the Printer’. He is the Author’s friend and is consulted by him about his text’s suitability for printing; he acts as a literary advisor, pronounces a specialist opinion on the work, and shows himself to be an expert in literary tradition and in the marketplace. The Printer is still ultimately the press’s gatekeeper, and the Author defers to his judgement, but the relationship between the two figures evinces greater mutual respect than is seen in Copland’s texts. Authority is contended not between the Author and the Printer but with an outside agent: the Aesopic fabular tradition. The Author’s main agon is with his unruly sources, against which he attempts to establish his own textual authority. Blague himself, after studying at Cambridge and fulfilling some clerical posts, became Dean of Rochester (Cranfield 2004). Aside from his Sermon Preached at the Charterhouse (1603 and 1604), the two editions of A Schole of Wise Conceytes are his only printed works. The book is a collection of fables whose title page proclaims that it has been ‘translated out of diuers Greke and Latine Wryters’ and printed by Henrie Binneman. It contains 413 fables, drawn from a selection of twenty writers whose names are listed immediately after the title page. This effort to order a plethora of material continues at the back of the book where an eleven-page index appears, listing the fables’ titles keyed to page numbers. The list of authors and the index suggest that considerable efforts were made during the printing process to structure the volume. This accords with the Author’s claim in the dialogue to have improved on the state of Aesop’s fables, which, he states, have ‘no head nor foote’ but are ‘set confusedly’ (1572, sig.*.v.r).19 Confusion is not, however, completely banished from Blague’s volume because there is vast overlap between fables, with, for example, two versions of ‘Of an Asse’ (numbers 248 and 273 in 1566) and various emblematic animals appearing many times. There is also no indication of which fables derive from which authors. The lists attempt to assert control over material that remains far from orderly.

From its earliest lines the prefatory dialogue establishes the multifaceted role of the Printer. The Author’s first speech describes how A Schole of Wise Conceytes came into being. When lying around feeling oppressed by his idle youth and the fact that he has spent it ‘in scilence only wrapped vp’, he has a realisation:


From darknesse vnto light

I thought it best to call,

By setting forth some little booke,

which profite might vs all

(1572, sig.*.iiifr)



With its pun on typesetting, the Author’s language of communal ‘profite’ implies that the production of his edifying book will compensate for his wasted time. His realisation provokes the creation of the text, but he requires help in bringing it fully ‘vnto light’, and the scene presents him in the act of revealing it to the Printer:


The worke you plainely see,

frende Printer what it is,

Declare if printing it deserue,

and what there is amis.

(1572, sig.*.iiifr)



The Printer here is a ‘frende’ to the Author and is also placed in the role of advisor, potentially able to identify anything that is ‘amis’ with the text. As Copland is to Neville, the Printer is a gatekeeper and the potential agent of the Author’s emotional release from ‘scilence’, ‘torment’, and ‘darknesse’ (1572, sig.*.iiifr). Again like Copland, the Printer does indeed find something ‘amis’ and must be convinced. He replies that ‘this worke was done before’, continuing that Aesop ‘already englisht is’ and he has seen it in print, and finally posing the Author an important question: ‘what dooth yours, but taste of him?’ (1572, sig.*.iiifr). The Printer’s expertise and knowledge lead him to object that similar books are already on the market and that the current work is indistinguishable from them.

The Author’s struggle with the fabular tradition becomes clear in his response to the Printer’s critique. His defence is that the book is not just Aesop but contains other authors too: ‘sundry writers else / aboute him here do stande’ (1572, sig.*.iiifr). This remark alludes to the phenomenon of Aesop as a cultural palimpsest which has been established over the centuries through many diverse accounts that lack a precise point of origin (which could also be the point of not identifying which translations derive from which authors). The Author then proceeds to openly disparage Aesop and his other sources by comparing their ‘drosse’ to his own ‘syluer fine’ and describing their works as ‘uncomely tales […] / and most absurde to reade’ (1572, sig.*.v.r). His unfavourable comparison continues for several lines, berating the earlier versions for being ‘of reason voyde, of mirth bereft’ (1572, sig.*.v.r) and identifying some examples as uncouth, false, and foolish. By comparison, the Author’s work has been created by a discerning process of selective ordering; he writes that he has applied ‘vnto euery thing / his proper place and right’, and he has selected ‘from ninteene authors […] / Their fine deuise, their sayings wise’ (1572, sig.*.v.r). The Author’s comparisons and tone suggest an antagonistic relationship with his unruly subject matter and a conscious attempt to assert his authority against the literary tradition within which he writes.

The exact nature of that tradition is complicated because the Aesopica is both authoritative and low status. Its authority derives from its longevity, its exemplarity, and its range of classical sources. Aesop was, though, also an author of the schoolroom and had been adopted since the Middle Ages to teach basic literacy, grammar, and rhetoric (Lerer 2008, pp. 37–51). Furthermore, the Aesopica originates with the ancient Greek serving classes, from the stories told by illiterate female slaves to the children in their care (Lerer 2008, p. 36). By allowing the Author to assert himself against an ambivalently received literature – something his own comments on its quality seem to recognise – Blague sets up a struggle for which there is little reward nor necessity. This presents the reader with a number of perspectives. It not only suggests the vanity and pointlessness of the Author’s self-assertion but also imputes to Blague a degree of modesty about his project and an awareness of its probable status. Moments later, Blague reframes his positioning of Aesop when he says to the printer, ‘The truth hereof you heare, / first trie, then iudgement giue’ (1572, sig.*.v.v). In his capacity to give ‘iudgement’ on whether the text merely replicates Aesop, the Printer will ‘heare’ and ‘trie’ the evidence before announcing his findings. The usual referent of the reader as judge trope is the imagined end reader of the text, but it is the Printer who is given power here to legislate on the book’s case, having weighed up the evidence. Blague’s strategy is to pre-empt criticism by implying that someone in the know has assessed the book and deemed it worthy of publication. The language rationalises the Printer’s professional authority over the text and gives weight to the Author’s self-assertion. Blague presents the Printer’s judgement of the Author’s text as an official one, reached on the basis of cool reason and evidence. The Author claims to have brought order to the fables, and the print process attempts to order the diverse subject matter. In parallel, the legal imagery asserts control over Aesop and the others’ messy fabular realm. Blague counterposes temporal and aesthetic authority with the effect that the extent of the latter is brought into doubt. Whilst he does not go so far as to suggest that literary authority is a chimera, he certainly questions its potency in the context of the Aesopic tradition. Consequently, the struggles of the Author within that tradition also become questionable, and his authority appears to be undercut even as it is assured by his work. Blague and Copland both decentralise the author, Copland by elevating the marketplace and Blague by troubling the author’s relationship to literary tradition.

As recreations of negotiations between a printer and an author these texts thus present unique, imaginative insight into the tensions and conflicts of early modern printing. Helen Smith notes that there is ‘little extant early modern evidence for verbal, pre-authorial collaboration’ (2012, p. 49). The printer–author dialogues, although they are fictionalised and therefore questionable evidence of the event itself, are imaginative recreations of the scene of verbal collaboration. There are earlier and other paratextual paeans to printing that show the profession’s self-consciousness and pride, Caxton’s among them, as we saw in Chapter 2. But Caxton buries his claims in dense prose epilogues and prologues. Rather than simply listing or narrating the printer’s actions and professional quandaries, the printer–author dialogues explicitly dramatise their statements, and this is crucial to how they function. By framing these situations as plots, with conflict and resolution, they show the book trade being conceptualised in a performative mode. There is, though, an important qualification to be made. While the fictions accord high stakes to their outcomes, to read in a printed book a debate about whether that book gets printed is to read a sham debate. This helps to clarify the mode of dialogue in which this subgenre functions. K.J. Wilson characterises the two dominant classes of Renaissance dialogue as ‘eristic, the kind of question-and-answer used in controversy’ and ‘peirastic […] which means experimental, tentative, and above all speculative’ (1985, p. 49).20 These classes subdivide into the overlapping modes of antagonistic, master–pupil, and straw man (setting up a sham debate). In Blague’s text, the Printer’s question, ‘what doth yours, but taste of him?’ (1572, sig.*.iiif.r), and the Author’s subsequent self-defence make the antagonism between them evident. But in Copland’s dialogues an avuncular master–pupil tone is dominant. Despite the fact that in the fiction of nearly all the printer–author dialogues there seems to be genuine resistance to be overcome, nobody needs to be convinced by their dilemmas: the printed books are in existence. The straw-man mode thus has to be the most important for considering these dialogues formally. For the originators, though, it was meaningful to show that these conversations happened, or were at least thought through, and to display them for the benefit of the purchaser and reader.

Print and metacommunication: uses of the dialogue form

In addition to debating print, book trade dialogues often parse wider controversies. This is not just true of the printer–author dialogues but of the texts across the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century spectrum sketched earlier. In these fictional scenes, a gathering of book trade workers, the printing house or bookstall, St Paul’s Churchyard itself, become active sites of controversy over, for example, literacy, legislative failure, mercantilism, and consumption. The status and behaviour of women form a repeated theme. R.C.’s virulent anti-feminist pamphlet, The Blasinge of Bawdrie, sets out to expose the practices of ‘beastly bawds’ and the dialogue enumerates the failure of city administrators, ‘bedelles’ and other ‘officers’ (1574, sig.A.iiir-A.vir). Similarly, Rowlands’s pamphlet, Tis Merrie When Gossips Meete, directs a satirical eye at boozy female consumers through their interactions with vintners in an urban tavern. Copland’s Seuen Sorowes is particularly indicative of the centrality of controversy to these texts.

In addition to its paratextual printer–author dialogue, the Seuen Sorowes contains a moment of formal inner dialogue. This is significant because the text contains other conversation, but only this moment is typographically demarcated as dialogue, and it is only in this exchange that Copland trots out the anti-feminist platitudes. The speakers are two men who observe the widow walking through town and discuss her qualities. Except for some suggestive wording, Unus respectfully sings her praises. Alius, on the other hand, lumps her in with the ‘many’ women that are ‘so smothe in their goyng […] / also shrewed as is the deuell of hell / And neuer cease, but euer fyght and yell’ (1565, sig.C.iv). In Alius’s view she is a shrill female like all the rest: loud, nagging, and confrontational under a deceptively ‘smothe’ exterior. These hackneyed complaints occupy the terrain of the querelle des femmes, the long-standing literary and cultural debate about the relations between the sexes and the nature of women. This is a frame of reference to which readers have already been alerted by Unus’s use of the catch-all term, ‘womanhood’ (1565, sig.C.iv). Notwithstanding the anti-feminist potential of its subject matter, the rest of the poem eschews this discourse. Copland chose to set up this moment as formal dialogue, making it stand out typographically and formally from the surrounding four hundred lines of narrative couplets. He signals to the reader that this is different from all the rest. The effect is to flag up the charged content of the two men’s conversation and highlight that Copland is adopting a particular discourse. In this way this section of the poem is actively in dialogue with its surrounds. Moreover, it visually, formally, and rhetorically recalls the printer–author dialogue at the start. Within that discussion, Copland’s key objection to printing the text, which he knows from the title might be offensive to widows and other females, had been that he would get ‘displeasure of women’ (1565, sig.A.ii.v). The paratextual dialogue is employed to establish the controversial subject matter, and then the inner dialogue is used to highlight the worst of that material when it arises within the text. Copland’s participation in the querelle des femmes is a prime example of how the printer–author dialogues (and dialogues more broadly on the topic of writing and printing) actively engage wider discourses and controversies.21 This demonstrates the way that texts in the typographic imaginary simultaneously explore the significance of the print milieu itself and use representations of that milieu to engage broader topics. To fully understand the operations of the printer–author dialogues, however, it is necessary to consider in more detail the advantages of the dialogue form and the ways in which critics have theorised it in connection with print culture.

The most important feature of dialogue for these texts is that it formalises debate; it is a productive form to interrogate the workings of a subject. The to and fro of exchange are integral to the operation of any dialogue, regardless of topic or mode, and this is something that early modern commentators highlighted. Sir Thomas Smith opines in 1549, ‘that kind of reasoning seems to me best for bolting out the truth which is used by way of dialogue or colloquy, where reasons be made to and fro as well for the matter intended as against it’ (1969, p. 13). Verbal exchange facilitates the contestatory qualities of these texts. Formalised debate enables an explicit and direct articulation of a topic and, in the case of the printer–author dialogues as discussed, a defence of the printer. In the Seuen Sorowes, Copland is required to spell out his defence only because Quidam has openly maligned the ‘yll’ and ‘peuyshe’ (1565, sig.A.iii.r) spelling and punctuation of Copland’s colleagues. By contrast, Caxton’s comments in the Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye are anticipatory and pre-emptive. The difference with dialogue is that the author can control how they engage in a debate and which aspects they will neutralise or explore. The fiction of conversation enables the author to sound less plaintive, defensive, or self-deprecating than a monologic statement would. What is more, there is debate in the speech act, that is, the dialogic exchange, and in the discourses and ideologies that the speech acts engage.

Thinking about discursive interplay reveals that there are also macro-patterns to the use of dialogue in the period that are relevant to the strategies of the printer–author examples. In this respect Lesser’s model of dialogic publishing is particularly instructive. In his discussion of the work of Thomas Archer, a bookseller and publisher who dealt in ‘plays, jestbooks, and other popular literature’ (McKerrow 1910, p. 10), Lesser identifies a ‘bipartisan’ (2007, pp. 116–17) publishing strategy. Archer printed opposed positions of the same argument, particularly within the pamphlet debate known as the Swetnam controversy (also part of the querelle des femmes).22 In this way, Archer put his texts in dialogue with each other. As Lesser points out, dialogic publishing allows publishers to capitalise on and to orchestrate an area of debate; it is ‘part of a larger ideological formation […] that allows readers to eat their cake and have it too’ (2007, p. 136). Lesser’s reading shows that early modern publishing strategies are, in fact, sophisticated ideological interventions, rather than merely commercial programmes.23

Within the individual dialogues this ideological double standard is not subtle. At the beginning of the Seuen Sorowes Copland is hesitant to print the book because he fears that it will earn him the ‘displeasure’ (1565, sig.A.ii.v) of women. He says that ‘it is but a fond apetyte / To geste on women, or against them to wryte’ (1565, sig.A.i.v); defaming women would be a foolhardy strategy for a bookseller. Eventually, he is convinced by Quidam’s description of the poem as ‘a mery bourdying Ieest / without reproufe, dishonesty or shame’ (1565, sig.A.ii.v). Through the repetition of five versions of the word jest in quick succession (‘scoffe’, ‘pranke’, ‘gested on’, ‘geste’ and ‘mery bourdyng Ieest’; 1565, sig.A.11.v–r), the reader is putatively being convinced, like Copland, of the harmless fun of the poem. However, as we have already seen, Copland also later signals the adoption of more stringent antifeminist discourse through the use of his inner dialogue, as if putting that material into scare quotes. His strategy thus begins to look rather awkward. Viewed yet another way, Copland is operating meta-discursively. He demonstrates that he can approach the discourse of anti-feminism critically and playfully and that he expects readers to be able to perceive this flexibility. The Seuen Sorowes simultaneously represents the printer’s participation in a discourse and comments on his ability to do so. In its imaginative reconstruction of the printer’s role, the text represents and foregrounds the printer’s discursive agency.

The earliest printer–author dialogues, those of Copland and Blague, present the authority and character of the printer in their best light. By 1700, with Ward’s hostile figure, the printer has become a negative caricature. As Lisa Maruca identifies, the grasping printer eventually became an accepted trope, the ‘dark Other of literature’ (2007, p. 89). The sixteenth-century texts create a more nuanced collective portrait of the printer but only as imagined against and alongside the imagined author.24 The dialogues’ gradual drift towards negative caricature marks them as typical of the tendency that Maruca identifies in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. They eventually collectively subsume the print worker’s authority over typographic production beneath that of the individual author, resulting in the print worker’s ‘marginalization within literary history’ (Maruca 2007, p. 4). It has taken a reader such as D.F. McKenzie and his attention to the sociology of texts, and the methodologies of book history and reading history, to start the process of recovery. Lesser’s work is again provocative here. His study of the output and strategies of particular publishers quite consciously demotes the author: ‘the politics of playbooks thus come into focus only as the authors of plays are decentred from their position as the organizing principle of meaning’ (2007, p. 21). By contrast, viewing plays as part of a publishing portfolio elevates print personnel as themselves creators and manipulators of meaning. As Lesser recognises, ‘this decentring must be followed by a recentring [his italics] of the play around a particular publishing speciality, a particular niche in the marketplace of print’ (2007, p. 21). The genre-based approach that I have taken in this chapter, however, extends the trend that I have highlighted in the writings of Caxton and Plantin, as discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, whereby the manual labour of the pressman is elided into the intellectual labour of the discursively agile publisher. Within the corpus of the printer–author dialogues, it is the multivalent figure who occupies the category of ‘printer’ that is reduced, and this dynamic only becomes apparent once they are read, firstly, as a group and, secondly, as being in dialogue with each other. Once the colours of the printer’s collective portrait have been noted – his avuncular attitude, his literary savvy – then the dramatic shift in his characterisation by 1700 becomes apparent.

This method for dealing with dialogue is recommended by J. Christopher Warner, who writes that dialogues on connected topics ‘tended to appear in clusters, in response to specific crises’ and that clusters of dialogue should be observed as a ‘dialogue between dialogues’ (2004, pp. 66–7): as meta-dialogue. Meta-communication is also the feature that Virginia Cox points to as the defining feature of the form and a large part of its historical appeal; dialogue, she writes, ‘at the same time as presenting a body of information or opinion […] also represents the process by which that information or opinion is transmitted’ (1992, pp. 4–6).25 Dialogue is meta-communication because it conveys information and shows how communication between two (or more) people functions: dialogue delivers and it demonstrates. Printed texts on the topic of printing do the same. Print is a means of communication and texts about printing tell the reader how that communication happens. They tell the reader about the world of print, and they are objects created by that world. Dialogue possesses the added communicative sophistication of being a written form which is at the same time intensely performative. As I argue throughout this study, texts that write about printing are also acutely aware of the written word and often, also, the spoken word. Thus Plantin’s 1568 dialogue on printing features ‘the finest scribe of our times’ walking alongside ‘the most diligent printer there has ever been’ (1964, p. 21). During their conversation the printer describes ‘this marvellous art of printing’ (1964, p. 37) but only after a substantial section on the ‘art of writing’ (1964, p. 23). Like other texts in the typographic imaginary, this attention to multiple kinds of communication is overt in the printer–author dialogues, but here that is because of their emphasis on bringing the text into print.

This characteristic points to the historical and cultural moment in which the printer–author dialogues participate and within which they should be understood. As a phenomenon spanning nearly two hundred years (1518–1700), but clustered in the sixteenth century, the printer–author dialogues register the efflorescence of English print culture.26 It is important at this point to recall that there are only five of these texts; therefore, it is impossible to make large claims. However, not only are they part of the larger corpus of print trade dialogues, but there also was a widespread revival of the dialogue form in the European Renaissance.27 Cox is explicit about the simultaneous flowering of dialogue and printing. To portray the act of communication is to portray the material and social conditions of that act; in the Renaissance this involved, she writes, ‘an attempt to come to terms with the vast and quite unprecedented advance in information technology constituted by the advent of print’ (1992, p. 7). This was not an easy transition, and, as Cox argues, when an ‘age adopts on a wide scale a form which so explicitly “stages” the act of communication it is because that act has, for some reason, come to be perceived as problematic’ (1992, p. 7). This is not to say that the authors of print trade dialogues malign print, far from it, but like other texts of the typographic imaginary they do encode tensions in literary authority, literary production, and the significance and meaning of printed works. The English trade was conservative and small, focused on a tight-knit community in London, but it enlarged significantly in the second half of the sixteenth century, the point at which most of the print trade dialogues cluster (Pettegree 2010, p. 218).28 This was, as Andrew Pettegree states, a ‘testing time for the European print world’ (2010, p. 225) because of civil war, conflict, and regulation. The tensions that the dialogues expand on were endemic to rapidly changing markets and products in an ‘extremely volatile and unstable book world’ (2010, p. 244). It is in this period of reorientation that the dialogues originate; they show the shifting roles of the trade and its associates being intellectualised and assessed.

As part of this assessment, the educative properties of dialogue are significant and highlighting these facilitates the emergence of a counter-narrative to Maruca. Dialogue was repeatedly noted for its pedagogic efficacy and for its capacity to make difficult topics more comprehensible. Thus, the physician William Bullein explains in the subtitle of his Gouernment of Healthe (1558) that the ‘many notable rules for mans preseruacion […] colect out of many approued authours’ and included in his book have been ‘reduced into the forme of a dialogue, for the better vnderstanding of thunlearned’. Bullein selects the dialogue form particularly because it helps ‘unlearned’ readers. Indeed, readers might not be surprised by the pedagogic aspect of a volume presenting ‘rules’ for good health, nor by an explicitly educational text such as Plantin’s, which was part of a series of manuals for children. In the paratextual printer-author dialogues, however, the instructive function is more opaque unless we recall dialogue’s educational origins in which the learner is the reader. These dialogues actively inform their readership. The reader is immersed in the issue that is under discussion in the text, such as the behaviour of women, but more provocatively, he or she is also being educated about the workings of the print milieu and, crucially, the nature of its personnel. This belies assumptions about the quotidian aspect of that milieu. The fact that certain writers showed its workings in an educational form suggests that it was something to teach people about. It was worthy of being imparted.

In dialogues designed for a variety of contexts, such as the schoolroom or the court, the form promotes relationships between peers and is therefore capable of cementing horizontal relations.29 Through verbal exchange, be that educational interaction or refined conversation, meaning is produced as speech evolves and concepts take on new resonance as the dialogue progresses (Richards 2003, p. 30). Dialogue is a species of critical, structured orality. In addition to representing speech, dialogue therefore facilitates a certain kind of speech, which, in turn, helps to bond a certain social group – schoolboys, courtiers, or print trade personnel. This can be seen in the way the printer–author dialogues chew over their issues and result in a more bonded pair of interlocutors when the printer finally agrees to print the book, as he always does. Contrary to critical narratives that privilege any one textual agent over another, the book trade dialogues individually perform on the page the bonds between a community of text producers and their readers. This is where they depart from Maruca’s trajectory of marginalisation. They show multiple instances of collaboration between author, printer, vendor, reader, and buyer. Despite the tensions of their dramas and the conflicts within their topics, these texts, like Caxton’s paratexts, represent communities based on exchange and participation.

Conclusion

The analytical approach to print culture that the printer–author dialogues adopt certainly reinforces some critical narratives. If dialogue historically is a formal literary response to a communications crisis, then the advent of these dialogues in the sixteenth-century efflorescence of English printing positions them as a product of that crisis. Like other texts in the typographic imaginary, they also reassess the role of the printed book. However, the printer–author dialogues uniquely contribute to critical understanding of a developing print culture by providing early fictionalisations of the printer and showing that figure’s evolution. Although ‘Coplande the prynter’, uniquely in the sixteenth-century dialogues, momentarily anticipates the raw mercantilism of Ward’s eighteenth-century character, in his early figurations no stock version of the printer exists. Printers share advisory, professional, and personal characteristics, and respond diversely to the relationships in which they are placed. The dialogues’ portrayals of collaborative book production help readers to imagine negotiations between printers and authors, providing a unique view on the debates and conversations that occurred in and around the print shop. These negotiations prompt an insistent questioning of whose voice has authority over the printed book in the marketplace. Copland’s texts are the only ones created by a writer who was also a printer; it is perhaps not surprising that the printer’s voice prevails in The Castell of Pleasure and The Seuen Sorowes. In Blague’s Schole of Wise Conceytes, written within an ancient and layered literary tradition, the clearest struggle is for authorial assertion against that tradition, even if its prestige is doubtful.

For the exchanges to function, they rely on clear distinctions between the ‘Author’ and the ‘Printer’, but these are distinctions that the work and biographies of Copland, and Caxton before him, reveal to be problematic. These texts originate with Copland and his place in an early printing milieu that was closely linked to Caxton and to older notions of auctoritas, which see authority vested in the text itself and in the scholarly reputation of the individual. Mass production of printed books and the new discursive, legal, and monetary networks that the printed book trade facilitated eventually renovated the medieval auctor into the modern author, but this was a gradual and contingent process. The printer–author dialogues are an intermediate stage; in them, the author exists as an individualised creative figure but by no means has primary control over the text. This chapter’s analysis of the broader picture of print trade dialogue has shown that the form was especially productive for writers commenting on the world of printing and writing because their texts’ interest in meta-communication and debate finds a parallel in dialogue’s own characteristics. The printer–author form is a uniquely printed genre whose fictions are inseparable from the generative typographic milieu that produced them. In this form the primary agent of the press, the printer, assumes a prominence that is largely positive, and this suggests a new confidence about creative depictions of the print context. When we turn, however, to the sixteenth century’s most explicit portrait of the printing house itself, as we do in the next chapter, we will see a radical destabilisation of the authority of print. William Baldwin’s satire from the 1550s, Beware the Cat, is at pains to invoke the prestige of print but simultaneously finds that prestige to be deeply contestable.


Notes

1For a short account of Ward’s life and work see Sambrook (2004); see also Troyer (1968) and Briggs (2011).

2On the typography of printed drama from the early sixteenth century see Massai (2007, pp. 59–68).

3For recent discussions of Dauid Dycers Dreame see Shrank (2008) and Nebeker (2011); on Wyll’s identity, see Maslen (2009).

4On Fulwell, see Eccles (1982) and Ward (2012).

5On Rowlands see O’Malley (2002) and Luttfring (2014).

6For related Dutch examples see Dingemanse (2008, pp. 385–91) and Der Weduwen (forthcoming 2018).

7Cf. Massai (2007, pp. 46–55) on the potential for the proprietary claims of printers and other text-producing agents to provoke anxieties about authorship.

8On the Kalender see Driver (2003).

9On Copland generally see Moore (1931), Francis (1961), and Erler in Copland (1993).

10Alongside Phillips (1995) see Betteridge (2004, pp. 9–15) and Zurcher (2012).

11I employ the dialogues’ own terms for their speakers for clarity and to emphasise the characters’ fictionality. Hence, ‘Thauctour’ appears instead of ‘the author’. The exception to this is Copland, whose name is variously spelled in his texts. Unless in quotation, I write it as ‘Copland’ for consistency.

12I quote from 1530 because it has signatures.

13See OED, s.v. ‘construe’, v.4, 6.a, 7. Erler (Copland 1993, p. 62) offers two alternative glosses on the first stanza, which has remarkably challenging syntax and vocabulary. Cf. Phillips (1995, p. 53) for the view that Copland is adopting a strategically aureate style.

14Cf. Tonry (2016, pp. 17–20) for the view that Copland is interested in the ethics of book production.

15Cf. Erler’s view that his writings clearly express a belief in ‘poetry’s central moral function’ (Copland 1993, p. 15).

16See also Lerer (1996). As Lesser argues, things change again in the seventeenth century when publishers such as Walter Burre effectively decentre the author (2007, pp. 52–80).

17For more on the term vtteraunce see Gillespie (2007, pp. 63–4).

18Cf. Betteridge (2004, pp. 9–15).

19I quote from 1572 because it has signatures.

20See Wilson’s pp. 67–74 for an overview of dialogic forms and their origins in humanism and scholasticism.

21On Copland’s ‘role in the history of English gender discourses’ (p. 141) see Coldiron (2009, pp. 141–71).

22The relation between texts on women and print trade dialogue is marked and deserves further consideration. See Cox (2013).

23For a related approach that positions seventeenth-century printers and publishers as ‘ideological brokers’, see Knights (2005, p. 139).

24This is something that Jowett notes in his discussion of Henry Chettle’s editorial self-insertion into the text: ‘the idea of the absent author presumes his presence as the norm’ (2003, p. 160).

25Cf. Deakins (1980).

26The publication and republication dates are Copland, 1518 (reprinted 1530); Copland, 1565; Blague, 1569 (reprinted 1572); R.C., 1574; Ward, 1700.

27Cathy Shrank, in her project, ‘Conversation and Community: English Dialogues 1475–1675’, is conducting a comprehensive study of the form.

28See also Shaw (2009).

29On schoolroom dialogues see Shrank (2016); Richards (2003) on courtly dialogues. Cf. Lander on polemical dialogues (2006, pp. 35–55), which do not always reconcile their speakers.
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4 Protestant printing and humanism in Beware the Cat

Undoing printing

The lively exchanges of the printer–author dialogues evidence, I argued in the last chapter, print’s growing prestige in the sixteenth century. With a form that vocalises their awareness of the marketplace and the discursive agency of print trade personnel, the dialogues are a confident advancement on William Caxton’s more hesitant understanding of his role. This is partly because they elevate the figure of the printer, showing the nuances in his characterisation, and partly because Robert Copland, in particular, dramatises the creative potential that Caxton intuits. Many of the texts I have discussed so far, the instructional manuals included, ponder the shifting values of the printed book and reveal instabilities and ambiguities in its reception as a cultural artefact. Overall, though, they are positive about printing and depict it in ways that raise its prominence as a topic of discussion and area of imaginative engagement. By contrast, in Beware the Cat (ca. 1552), William Baldwin’s satirical narrative about speaking felines, the typographic imaginary is very clearly engaged but in a way that radically destabilises printing. Baldwin’s fiction is based in the print shop, and he links his text to the characteristic networks and practices of two typographic environments. First, he connects it to Protestant printing in mid-sixteenth-century London. At the beginning of the book, his fictional printing house is particularly identified as that of the Reformation printer John Day, and the text claims allegiance with the printers who thrived during the Edwardian Protectorate (1547–49) of Edward Seymour. Second, the text shows the mutually supportive relationships of the print trade, especially surrounding humanist printing and scholarship. By associating his text with these milieux, Baldwin appears to claim for print an authority derived from its own characteristic networks.1

Both of these environments, and their productions, are conversely employed to destabilise printing even as they authorise it. In the closing paratextual material, Baldwin parodies humanist commendatory verse. He also unsettles his central venue of the printing house by associating it with startling grotesque and diabolic imagery. This then reflects negatively on the people, and products, of the press. He thus problematises the context he has established, employing some of its core features to do so. The authority of print is further troubled by Baldwin’s attention in the framing fiction to certain stages in the manufacture of printed books. In a powerful demonstration of the typographic imaginary’s awareness of printing’s interdependence with other textual forms, the text presents itself as handwritten, rather than printed. Handwriting has multifaceted significance in Beware the Cat, which at once defeats the telos of the print shop (to produce printed books) and elevates the written as a companion form to the oral and the printed. In this chapter I consider the Protestant and humanist contexts that Baldwin evokes, the grotesque associations of the print shop itself, and finally the role of the handwritten word. I argue that in Baldwin’s typographic imaginary the cultural phenomena that he uses to construct the authority of print are simultaneously seriously undermining.

As will become increasingly clear in Chapter 7, on Thomas Nashe, Beware the Cat anticipates the concerns of later prose fiction writers who import writing technologies into the imaginative fabric of their texts.2 It also shares structural features with these texts, most obviously the framing fiction, and Baldwin delineates his in ‘The Epistle Dedicatory’. The epistle is addressed to the ‘Right Worshipful Esquire Master John Young’ and signed by ‘G.B.’ (1988, pp. 3–4), Baldwin’s editor persona. The scenario is that G.B. has been at court devising ‘interludes’ for the Christmas revels, with a group of other men including ‘Master Ferrers, then master of the King’s Majesty’s pastimes’ and two others attached to Ferrers, ‘Master Willot and Master Streamer, the one his Astronomer, the other his Divine’ (1988, p. 5). One evening the company falls into debate about ‘whether birds and beasts had reason’ (1988, p. 5) and to settle the matter Gregory Streamer, the Divine (i.e., theologian), reports evidence gathered through his alchemical experiments. The subsequent ‘oration’ (1988, p. 9) details Streamer’s ‘experimenting’ (1988, p. 6) and forms the core narrative of the text. As G.B. states in the epistle’s first line, he has written down Streamer’s oral tale: ‘I have penned for your mastership’s pleasure one of the stories which Master Streamer told the last Christmas’ (1988, p. 3). G.B. also adds various paratexts, including the dedicatory letter, an argument, a closing interpretive summary that he calls an ‘exhortation’ (1988, p. 54), and a marginal gloss that provides a layer of commentary on both the teller and his tale. The gloss largely contributes to the burlesquing of Streamer as a character, an author, and a scholar.3

Streamer’s tale is a fantastical and comic first-person account of how he concocts a potion enabling him to comprehend the language of cats. He has been disturbed by the racket of a feline gang assembled on the roof outside the bedroom window of his lodgings, as he says, ‘at a friend’s house of mine, which […] standeth at Saint Martin’s Lane end and hangeth partly upon the town wall that is called Aldersgate’ (1988, p. 9). This topographical specificity has led critics to conclude that Streamer’s friend is the printer John Day and consequently to site the fiction at ‘the white-hot centre of the Protestant printing industry of the mid-Tudor period’ (Maslen 1999, p. 10). The form of the narrative itself is part dream vision and part beast fable, mixed with medical and philosophical treatises and scaffolded as humanist oratory.4 The first of its three sections recounts Streamer’s conversation with his fellow lodgers about whether cats ‘had understanding’ (1988, p. 11). During this debate the reader learns of several speaking and reasoning cats and of the death of ‘Grimalkin’ (1988, p. 11), a feline goddess. This information is communicated through several inset stories, by several speakers. In the second section, Streamer is again bothered by the liminally positioned nocturnal cats, who are ‘assembled […] in the leads’ (1988, p. 23), that is, on the roof ‘of the Gate’ (1988, p. 10) to which Day’s house is attached. The cats’ gestures indicate to Streamer that they have rules and social order; this prompts him to turn to his books, ‘devising by what means’ (1988, p. 24) he can understand them. Through a series of violent and scatological processes involving the dissection of several animals whose parts he mixes with wine, plant extracts, and an ounce of ‘new cat’s dung’ (1988, p. 29), Streamer cooks up the necessary medicine to enable him to understand the cats.5 The final section of the narrative details what he sees and hears. It transpires that a feline court is in session on the roof, in which a cat called Mouse-slayer is required to ‘declare’ her ‘whole life since the blind days of’ her ‘kitlinghood’ (1988, p. 37). Her tale is a picaresque jaunt through her mischievous activities in various dwellings, and, having witnessed secret masses and exposed the bawdry of a Catholic procuress, she is eventually mistaken for the devil. In this particularly farcical episode, when a group hunts out the supposed fiend, one lecherous priest’s ‘holy breech’ is set alight, and another tumbles down the stairs, ending up with his face unpleasantly arrayed as it lands ‘upon a boy’s bare arse […] when the boy […] for fear had beshit himself’ (1988, p. 49).

Beware the Cat’s anti-Catholicism has naturally attracted attention, with critics finding Baldwin’s critique to be particularly noticeable in his satirical treatment of the Catholic oral traditions that came under attack during the Reformation.6 Complementing the emphasis on orality, several commentators have discussed the text’s attention to the problems and potential of the printed word and Baldwin’s democratisation of elite cultural forms.7 Terence Bowers, for example, argues that Baldwin tracks the emancipatory potential of the developing ‘typographic culture’ (1991, p. 23).8 When it comes to assessing the significance of the print milieu as an aesthetic or imaginative component of the work, John King perceives that ‘Baldwin’s inside knowledge of Reformation book publication […] becomes a constituent element of the satire’ (1982, p. 390), but he does not explore the meaning of this element.9 The implications of the printing house as a setting have not, until now, received sustained consideration.10

Protestant printer and humanist scholar

The most immediate context to which Baldwin links his text is the Protestant printing scene that prospered under Seymour, who was Lord Protector of the realm before his nephew, Edward VI, came of age. Seymour extended a powerful influence over Tudor literary culture (King 1982, p. 77). By repealing treason and heresy statutes, he achieved an unprecedented level of toleration for letters and excelled ‘every other Tudor governor in exploiting the potential power of the press’ (King 1982, p. 85).11 He used that power especially in the favour of Protestant religious reform. With the accession of Mary I after Edward’s death in 1553, the glory days of press freedom came to an end amongst fears of increasing Protestant oppression and press suppression by the Catholic monarch. Mary’s reign, Scott Lucas writes, ‘opened with a proclamation banning any discussion of religion in print except that authorized by her government’ (2009, p. 51).12 Beware the Cat was written in the nervy atmosphere of increasingly restricted freedom of speech that characterised the transition between the two Tudor monarchs in the 1550s but was not printed until 1561, after Mary I’s reign had ended. The mutable press landscape of the early 1550s impacted significantly on Baldwin’s own publishing career. In about 1552 he was able to publish an explicitly anti-papal translation, Wonderfull Newes of the Death of Paule the Third, which describes the descent into hell of the recently deceased Pope Paul III and purports to expose the ‘Popes moste detestable, mischeuous, and deuillishe doctrine, lyfe and deedes’ (1552, sig. Aiii), including murder and incest.13 Yet merely a year later, Baldwin held back from printing his pointed but much less vitriolic animal fable. His next two works, The Funeralles of King Edward the Sixt (1560) and A Myrroure for Magistrates (1559), were also impossible to publish at their time of writing. His oeuvre ripples with the religious, commercial, and intellectual zeitgeist of mid-sixteenth-century London.

Baldwin aligns his text with Seymour’s supporters by dedicating the volume to one of the Lord Protector’s former servants. The ‘Master John Young’ (1988, p. 3) of the dedicatory letter was a former servant of Seymour and a reformist (Lucas 2009, p. 40). This dedication continues a pattern of homage to Seymour that Baldwin had established in his hugely successful previous publication, A Treatise of Morall Phylosophie Contaynyng the Sayinges of the Wyse. The Treatise was a best-selling philosophical compendium that was first published in 1547 and went through twenty-five editions by 1651. Baldwin dedicated it to Seymour’s son, Edward Beauchamp, Earl of Hartford, and in the dedicatory letter he praises Seymour for his ‘greate encoragyng of me and other lyke, whiche for the commoditie of our countreye, woulde gladly helpe forwarde all honest and vertuous studyes’ (1547, sig.Aiii.r).14 This remark acknowledges the support and encouragement that Seymour’s attitude towards the press offered its agents. Certain Protestant printers flourished under the Protectorate by printing for the regime and against Catholicism. These included Edward Whitchurch, for whom Baldwin worked, and Richard Grafton, the king’s printer. Thanks to their royal patents, Whitchurch and Grafton ‘operated what were virtually government presses’ under Seymour’s sponsorship (King 1982, p. 106). Another central figure in this Edwardian printing coterie was John Day, the printer of John Foxe’s Protestant martyrology, Actes and Monuments (1563), and, as Elizabeth Evenden calls him, the ‘premier printer to the protestant regime’ (2008, p. 119).15 Baldwin, too, was well established in the London book trade as an author, a translator, and a printer’s assistant. Though he later changed paths and became ordained as a deacon, in 1557 he is named in the royal charter of the Stationers’ Company as a member of its community.16 He also probably worked for Day. Streamer’s opening allusion to Day’s premises would be recognisable to readers, particularly those from Baldwin’s world of evangelical Protestantism.17 His reference was capable of resonating with people who shared his cultural or market knowledge, and he uses the link with Day to claim authority for his text. This is similar to Baldwin’s use, in 1554, of a particular title page image that Lucas identifies as recognisably derived from Day’s personalised printing symbolism (2009, pp. 56–7).18 Like the dedicatory epistle’s nod to Seymour, the allusion to Day within the fiction makes a cultural link that resists the official line of the incoming Marian regime. In his framing of the text, Baldwin invokes the cachet of a politicised typographic community with which he had close personal connections, and he claims its contested authority. This further suggests that, for Baldwin, the typographic imaginary has a distinct relation to the external world and the cultural and political crosscurrents governing public speech.

Baldwin does not merely link his text to an external printerly community, but he depicts that community operating within the fiction and, like the creators of the instructional manuals and the printer–author dialogues, asserts the authority of print’s self-generated networks. Streamer, as well as being a theologian and dabbler in magic, is presented as a humanist scholar working closely with his publisher, implicitly Day, and with G.B., the editor who prepares Streamer’s work for the press. Having established that it is Day’s house at which he lodges, the opening lines of Streamer’s oration begin to characterise him as a scholar. He explains his reasons for staying with Day: ‘for sundry causes, sometime for lack of other lodging, and sometime as while my Greek alphabets were in printing to see that it might truly be corrected’ (1988, p. 9). Streamer has lodged there when he had nowhere else to go, implying that his reasons are pecuniary, and when his ‘Greek alphabets’ were going through the press. This suggests that Day is professionally and personally supportive of the scholar-writer, providing him with a bed for the night when one is needed. John King describes the importance of relationships between printers and writers: ‘although their payments were meager at best, printers sometimes functioned as patrons by offering employment or hospitality to writers’ (1982, p. 103). John Rogers, translator of Matthew’s Bible (1537), and one of Foxe’s martyrs after his death at the stake in 1555, lodged in Whitchurch’s house at the time Baldwin worked there, and Foxe himself temporarily resided at Day’s house and visited it constantly (Feasey 1925, p. 410; Eisenstein 2011, pp. 37, 263). These practices were not just characteristic of the English Protestant network but were also part of the continental humanist context. Martin Lowry strikingly describes the house of the famous Venetian humanist printer, Aldus Manutius, as an ‘almost incredible mixture of the sweat-shop, the boarding house and the research institute’ (1979, p. 94). When Streamer describes his lodgings with Day he evokes this interlocking social, domestic, and literary context. As King also acknowledges, the book world’s traditions and relationships of mutual support are a foundational element of Beware the Cat (1982, p. 103). They are also, as I will argue below, used by Baldwin to destabilise the trajectory and authority of print.

The relationship between scholar and printer receives added colour from the various texts that the Streamer–Day–G.B. trio appears to have in process. Along with Streamer’s ‘Greek alphabets’, the reader learns of other texts that he has written or translated. In G.B.’s dedicatory epistle, after describing how he has ‘penned […] one of the stories which Master Streamer told the last Christmas’, G.B. refers to another of Streamer’s texts: ‘Cure of the Great Plague, of Master Streamer’s translation out of the Arabic’ (1988, p. 3).19 Later, in a characteristically self-promoting vein, Streamer mentions his ‘Book of Heaven and Hell’ in which his superlative theories of ‘natural causes […] shall be plainly not only declared but both by reason and experience proved’ (1988, pp. 35–6). Streamer has also written the five-stanza closing ‘Hymn’, and this is significant for Baldwin’s strategies. Through these various texts, Baldwin characterises Streamer as a translator, classicist, grammarian, natural scientist, astronomer, and poet. He is a figure for the polymathic humanist scholar. These credentials throw into relief the blurred boundaries between the text’s internal and external typographic affiliations. The words of the fictional Streamer identify his printer, the historical Day. Streamer’s texts are edited by the fictional G.B., a persona created by the historical Baldwin, himself an employee of Day and his contemporary Whitchurch. Baldwin, like Streamer, was a writer and a scholar who was financially dependent on the printing house and would later also take holy orders. Along with fiction, his works comprise translations, philosophy, history, commendatory verse, and poetry. During the active publishing stage of his career, he operated in the context in which he places Streamer. The implicitly promotional process effected around Streamer and his works was incipient in London by the early decades of the sixteenth century, the relationship between Wynkyn de Worde and Stephen Hawes being one prominent example.20 Baldwin’s text portrays a similarly supportive network that is directly related to his personal circumstances. His typographic imaginary is immediately connected to a specific and localised London printing scene, whose characteristic structures he highlights and then employs to generate authority and status for his text. Notwithstanding this, the apparent sympathies between Baldwin’s and Streamer’s situations do not prevent the latter from becoming a conduit of satire owing to his pretension and questionable erudition, as critics including Terence Bowers (1991), Clare Kinney (2008), and others note.21 Thomas Betteridge finds that ‘Baldwin creates an object lesson of the dangers of print, and of print shops, for the learned’ (2013, p. 144). Streamer is not quite an ‘object lesson’ because the cultural networks that Baldwin employs to undermine him are also those which bolster the text as a whole. This tension is manifest in Streamer’s closing poem, through which Baldwin parodies the key humanist publishing convention of commendatory verse.

Commendatory verse in humanist texts could appear at the front of the book or, as in Beware the Cat, at the back. It is often prominently positioned within a volume and characteristically uses conspicuous name-dropping to imaginatively seduce the reader into an elite scholarly community (Wakelin 2007, p. 130). Streamer’s poem is on the book’s final page, displayed immediately above the colophon. The poem is a pompous and decidedly unholy bit of doggerel in which Streamer voices the words of an anonymous speaker who prays that ‘Gregory’ (1988, l.6) will enjoy ‘healthy wealth and rest, / Long life to unload to us his learned breast; / With fame so great to overlive his grave’ (1988, ll.17–9). The speaker also describes Streamer’s ‘skill so great in languages and tongues / As never breathed from Mithridates’ lungs’ (1988, ll.11–2). Streamer here claims to be a better linguist than Mithridates, the Turkish king who was famed for his ability to speak twenty-two languages, but his name-dropping works against him because such arrogant self-interest is not what might be expected from a ‘silly priest’ interested in ‘ghostly good’ (1988, ll.7–8). Baldwin uses these lines to highlight Streamer’s vanity, false piety, and desire for fame. The first stanza also mentions the ‘kindly speech’ (1988, l.2) of various beasts and that ‘men’ can ‘mark and know what other creatures mean’ (1988, l.4). Communicative exchange here images the key humanist endeavour of translation, and the poem’s logic is that ‘Gregory’, the man who can understand cats, has received the ‘grace’ (1988, ll.4–9) to become the agent of translation between animal and human comprehension. When the closing lines ask that Streamer be granted ‘long life to unload to us his learned breast’ (1988, l.18), they imply that the reader and speaker together (‘us’) can become part of Streamer’s elite community of knowledge. Through its positioning, name-dropping, invocation of humanist practice, and implicit appeal to the reader, the closing hymn both shares and parodies the characteristics and publishing conventions of humanist commendatory verse. This problematises the text’s affiliations with those that create and profit from such material: scholars and printers in general, and the printing coteries of contemporary London.

Dead bodies and printer’s devils

Baldwin’s complication of the typographic context is intensified by his figuration of the printing house itself, which is also a core element of the fiction and of his typographic imaginary. There are plenty of other settings mentioned within the text’s nested stories – various parts of Ireland and Scotland, feline sites in the wilderness, and numerous urban dwellings – but the printing house is the primary imaginative point of orientation for them all. The conspicuousness of the text’s establishment of its locale – Day’s premises – suggests that location should not be taken for granted. Once Streamer has identified Day’s house by referring to Saint Martin’s Lane and Aldgate, he launches into a long parenthetical digression about the onomatology of London’s city gates. Over some eighteen muddled lines, he enumerates the names of the six gates and shares contradictory pieces of historical and geographical information about them, such as Aldersgate being named ‘either of one Aldrich, or else of Elders’ (1988, p. 9). This long-winded series of remarks characterises Streamer’s narrative style, on one hand erudite, and on the other, pedantically foolish and self-sabotaging. Whether readers interpret Streamer’s opening as a satire of digressive humanist style or an indicator of his character, his lesson in topography has ‘little or no basis in fact’ (Ringler and Flachmann in Baldwin 1988, p. 59). Like Baldwin’s staging of the social networks surrounding the text, he creates a liminal space for his printing house that bridges the real and the fictive, but seeing as his allusion to Day relies on a detailed knowledge of the city for its effect, Baldwin is expecting his reader to notice Streamer’s errors. Streamer’s digression is simultaneously Baldwin’s digression, and in this moment Baldwin signals to the reader that place is of prime importance in his text and that where events occur, and why they occur there, should be noted with care. But the very words with which Baldwin highlights the importance of place are the same ones that direct the reader to Streamer’s more ridiculous qualities. Therefore, they should arouse suspicion about how that place is being characterised.

Baldwin soon reveals further details that render the uses of print hugely problematic, because they associate the printing house with state violence and with the grotesque. The grotesque is, in fact, a mode that appears repeatedly in Baldwin’s writing, the Mirror For Magistrates featuring bloodied corpses who ventriloquise historical leaders, and Wonderfull Newes prominently containing grotesque bodily imagery (King 1982, pp. 371–87).22 In Beware the Cat Streamer paints a gruesome picture of the objects that accompany the cats on the roof:


at the other end of the Printing House, as you enter in, is a side door and three or four steps which go up to the leads of the Gate, whereas sometime quarters of men, which is a loathely and abhominable sight, do stand up upon poles.

(1988, p. 10)



On the lead roof, quartered corpses are displayed on poles. The corpses are not directly on the roof of the printing house, but because the house ‘hangeth partly upon the town wall that is called Aldersgate’ (1988, p. 9) it is attached to the gate on whose leads the bodies are placed. Access to the roof becomes available ‘as you enter’ the printing house; the building therefore facilitates entrance to this zone. The gory tableau has an ambivalent connection to the printing house by being simultaneously attached to and distanced from it. The building becomes a site to be reviled.

The implications of this moment are manifold and have yet to be fully appreciated by critics. Bruce Boehrer remarks of the cadaver-laden roof that ‘the entire satire is framed against this grisly setting of inquisitorial procedure, death, and dismemberment, which figures the coercive power of the state in both civil and ecclesiastical matters’ (2010, p. 130). He is right that the printing house appears to act as a host or support to state violence and that Baldwin is implicitly critiquing the Protectorate and the state’s exploitation of print. The situation is more complicated than this, however, and not simply because it contradicts the long-standing view of Baldwin’s support of reformist print. If Baldwin is critiquing the state’s strategic deployment of the press, he is placing the internal fiction in a problematic relation to the Protestant context in which he has already located the text. Alternatively, he could be exploring an image of the press crippled by incoming Marian suppression and therefore as the object rather than the perpetrator of violence. This would suggest that the bodies adorning the leads figure the condition of the press and its agents, metaphorically hung, drawn, and quartered. This is supported by Streamer’s subsequent remarks. The reader has learnt that the printing house ‘hangeth’ on the wall, and Streamer echoes this wording when voicing his objections to the scene: ‘all such as were hanged or otherwise put to death should be buried’ (1988, pp. 9–10). The printing house, like the bodies, has been hung. The imagery of hanging furthermore evokes a contemporary event. In 1554 the Marian government quashed the revolt of the evangelical Protestant knight Sir Thomas Wyatt, who had led an uprising against the Queen sparked by her plans to marry the Catholic Philip of Spain. After the defeat of Wyatt’s Rebellion, many participants were hanged, and the citizens of London were distressed to find the rebels’ remains left on gallows around the city throughout the spring. Two cadavers were left in Fleet Street, close to Baldwin’s workplace (Lucas 2009, p. 33). The dismembered bodies on the leads are reminiscent of this episode, which Streamer’s voice then condemns.23 If Baldwin is critiquing Marian policy, this would be consistent with Lucas’s point (2009, p. 205) that in The Seconde Parte of the Mirrour For Magistrates (1563) he employs the ghost of Anthony Woodville, Lord Rivers (Caxton’s acquaintance and the translator of Morale Prouerbes), to condemn the death of Marian martyrs.24 There is, though, no indication of which way Baldwin directs the charge of the roof scene.

The printing house can thus be read as either a support for, victim of, or means of critiquing state violence. In addition to this macabre and multivalent imagery, the press is further linked to the diabolic. Having described the bodies on the roof, Streamer goes on to wonder about the authorities’ opaque decision to leave them unburied:


And I marvel where men have learned it or for what cause they do it, except it be to feed and please the devils. For sure I believe that some spirits, Misanthropi or Molochitus, who lived by the savor of men’s blood, did, after their sacrifices failed (in which men were slain and offered unto them), put into butcherly heathen tyrants’ heads to mangle and boil Christian transgressors and to set up their quarters for them to feed upon.

(1988, p. 10)



Streamer’s thoughts intensify the critique of the state (be it Edwardian or Marian) by suggesting that its rulers are tyrannical and inspired by evil spirits. They also invite readings that complicate the text’s portrayal of printed books and the people who make them. If devils feed on the bodies, and the bodies’ location is appended to the printing house, the latter becomes a diabolic feeding site. The detail of Streamer’s language furthermore proposes the dead bodies as printed books. The phrase ‘set up their quarters’ resembles the procedure of setting up type ready to be inked and contains a punning reference to quartos, small-format printed books. In an evolution of the format of Caxton’s single page flier, the Advertisement that I discuss in Chapter 2, quarto title pages were habitually hung on posts as advertisements for the books they represented (Halasz 2006, p. 219). Combined with the fact that the bodies ‘stand up upon poles’ (1988, p. 10) Streamer’s language metaphorises printed books as corpses. His imagery furthermore suggests that the commodification of the printed book is a deadening, morbid process, whereby grotesque remains become objects for consumption. Those that ‘feed’ on the printed books, the devils, can be read as a generic image of people who earn a living from the book trade. More specifically, the image suggests printer’s devils, the boys described by Joseph Moxon who ‘do in a Printing-House, commonly black and Dawb themselves; whence the Workmen do Jocosely call them Devils; and sometimes Spirits’ (1683, p. 373). Moxon’s is the earliest confirmed usage of devils (OED, s.v. ‘devil’, n., 5.a.) in 1683, but some decades earlier Baldwin evokes the term’s associations and the satanic and morbid associations of the press. This complex scene resists totalising interpretation, but Baldwin certainly presents the printed text as an object of extreme violence, its creators with disapprobation, and its source (the printing house) with great ambivalence. In these moments Baldwin unsettles that which he elsewhere works to establish: the authority of the typographic milieu.

Printing and penning

Baldwin’s most surprising strategy for undermining printing is engaged by Copland to articulate the skill of the printer and by Caxton to present his technological advancement: description of the technicalities of printed book production. Baldwin, in fact, uses the dedicatory epistle and the editorial framing to fictionalise Beware the Cat as a manuscript text that has not yet been printed. A key part of the framing fiction is G.B.’s claim in the dedicatory epistle to have written down and edited the text. Once he has described the festive occasion for Streamer’s tale, G.B. goes on to state that he has divided the ‘oration into three parts, and set the argument before them and an instruction after them, with such notes as might be gathered thereof, so making it booklike, and entitled Beware the Cat’ (1988, p. 3). G.B.’s use of the word ‘booklike’ ambiguates his description of the work he has performed on the text. He implies that rather than actually being a book, the thing that he has made and presents to the reader, is merely like a book. This is despite the considerable effort that he has expended turning an intangible oration into a material object by splitting it into three manageable sections and by adding the ‘argument’, ‘instruction’, and ‘notes’. The division and interpretation of the text and the addition of these paratextual structures are G.B.’s key editorial tasks. His conception of his work on the text is that there are certain formal properties that belong to the printed book, and in fashioning these, he is supplementing the amorphous oral text to make it presentable as a material object. Through his voice, and within the frame, Baldwin establishes a fiction of G.B.’s editorship, the component figures of which are Streamer, the originator of the oral tale, and G.B. himself, the agent that fashions its printed version. All these activities are conducted by Baldwin masquerading as both Streamer and G.B.; it is he, rather than his fictional alter egos, that makes Beware the Cat ‘booklike’.

G.B.’s ambiguous use of the term ‘booklike’ is indicative of the further contours of the editorial fiction with which the reader is asked to engage. In its quasi-bookish form, the text is in a peculiarly indeterminate state. This has already been signalled by G.B.’s opening gambit – ‘I have penned’ (1988, p. 3) – which is key to understanding the nature of Baldwin’s frame. G.B. again mentions the moment of inscription when he decries his inability to capture the quality of Streamer’s oration: ‘I be unable to pen or speak it so pleasantly as he could’ (1988, p. 3). He then requests that Young ensure that Streamer peruses ‘it before the printing and amend it if in any point I have mistaken him’ (1988, p. 3). G.B. wants Young to show the written text to Streamer, before it is printed, so that Streamer can correct any mistakes. This is a version of conventional prefatorial modesty, yet it is not only that. By requesting that Streamer peruse the written text before it is printed, G.B. situates it in a temporal moment between the acts of writing and printing. Edward Bonahue also remarks on the text’s unprinted state but sees it as ‘a detail that furthers the pretence of a train of events involving Streamer’s participation in Baldwin’s world’ (1994, para. 9). King, too, notices this and describes it as part of Baldwin’s wider ‘publishing hoax’ (1982, p. 390). However, the precision of the text’s temporal moment has an importance that is greater than its historical-fictional and comedic positioning.

G.B.’s references to the pen describe his past action and the text’s current stage of literary production. By offering Beware the Cat to his dedicatee in its written state, he discloses it before the text’s final transition into print has occurred. The reader is asked to accept the text as a still unprinted document, a manuscript representation of an oral tale, that has been sent to its originator for checking and correction before going to press. This places the reader in the unusual position of being part of the extended print shop coterie, seeing the unfinished product before it is ready for the wider market. By making the reader privy to exchanges that usually occur behind the closed doors of the print shop, G.B. inverts the usual trope of readerly correction that is maintained by the inclusion of errata lists in early printed books (and that, in Chapter 2, we saw developing in Caxton’s writings). If errata lists usually direct ‘readers back into the text, inviting them to rewrite it instead of ushering them out of it’ (Sherman 2011, p. 75), the fiction in Beware the Cat is not that the reader is being asked for indulgence towards compositorial error but that the text is not yet ready to go through the process of public readerly correction. Through his inclusion of the scriptorial moment, Baldwin makes it appear that the reader happens to be catching a glimpse of print shop processes in action, as the epistle brings to centre stage activities that usually occur behind the scenes.25

Baldwin thus asks his reader to imagine Beware the Cat in an irresolute position as a manuscript on the cusp of print. By locating that manuscript firmly within the text’s transition into print, Baldwin prevents himself from tumbling into nostalgia for an era prior to the printing press and rather proposes one of the several functions of handwriting in his text. He clearly defines Beware the Cat within the process of manufacture; Streamer is after all being asked to ‘peruse it before the printing and amend it’ (1988, p. 3) if G.B. has got anything wrong. Sonia Massai points out the importance of this procedure for seventeenth-century printing house practice: ‘preparation of the printer’s copy was seen as a necessary stage in the process of transmission of both dramatic and non-dramatic texts through the press’ (2007, p. 10). The written form is one necessary and technical part of the book’s material fabrication which, in the epistle, interposes itself as a staging post on the text’s ostensibly smooth journey between orality and printing. There are not simply two opposed states but three interpenetrating ones, and Beware the Cat shows Baldwin reflecting on this triangulation. This helps us understand one of the differences that print made to textual production: there were additional hurdles that a text had to navigate before it was ready for public presentation. Editorial fictions in general, as we shall see in Chapters 5 and 6 on George Gascoigne and Edmund Spenser respectively, confront readers with the existence of that additional challenge.

One of the effects of Baldwin’s positioning of the text, paradoxically, is that the editorial fiction pretends to defeat the telos of the print shop. A clear purpose of the printing house is to print onto paper texts that will be turned into books and related objects, but Baldwin’s editorial fiction denies the text its printed destination. It is important to emphasise the point that handwriting in Beware the Cat is presented neither with nostalgia nor as a poor substitute for the immediacy of speech. G.B.’s text does stand in for the performance of Streamer, as G.B. informs his dedicatee and the reader when he states that he has written down the tales ‘which you so fain would have heard reported by Master Ferrers himself’ (1988, p. 3). In the next sentence, though, G.B. states that the text is more than a recapitulation of Streamer’s speech, writing that he has ‘so nearly used both the order and words of him that spake them’ (1988, p. 3). G.B. is ostensibly self-effacing about this act, yet his unassuming ‘nearly used’ also reveals that his act of transcription produces an excess. He writes up what Streamer has orated and, in the process, becomes an agent of textual transmission and a creator of something new, signalling the text’s otherness and detachment from its source through his declaration that his work is but ‘nearly’ the same. G.B. has no means of fully recovering Streamer’s exact words and therefore cannot use them. Yet words leave memories in the hearer’s mind, and it is these that G.B. supposedly transforms, in the process fashioning a ‘booklike’ (1988, p. 3) object.

In addition to the manual exercise of putting pen to paper, to ‘pen’ also, from at least 1527, describes the creative process of writing about something: ‘to write of or about; to set forth or describe in writing’ (OED, s.v. ‘pen’, v.2). The specific sense of compose is also available from 1530 (OED, s.v. ‘pen’, v.2). G.B. activates the dual aspects of this verb when he describes the book as not exactly a repetition of Streamer. He simultaneously claims to simply perform the manual action of copying down the oral text and displays his skill in fabricating the book object at a material and textual level. Beware the Cat is a copy, but it is also much more than that – paradoxically it is the same as, but different from, Streamer’s oration. The dedicatory epistle primarily describes penning as a technical stage in a production process, and it points to at least two other functions: the manual act of recording and the creative act of composing.26 These are the imagined moments of textual production in which Baldwin asks the reader to dwell. In so doing, his fiction denies the text its printed state. This corresponds with the argument made by Jane Griffiths that Baldwin’s glossing practice undermines ‘the formal authority that the printed text confers on the author’ (2015, p. 16). Rather than the author being undermined, though, Baldwin’s editorial fiction undermines the printed object itself.

Conclusion

Combined with his description of the printing house locale, its people and its products, Baldwin’s editorial fiction unsettles the authority of print that he elsewhere carefully establishes. His parodic version of humanist commendatory verse, and its facilitation of his satire of the humanist scholar, enable him to destabilise print’s self-authorising networks. The imagery of the quartered corpses that provide food for devils makes the building that emblematises print into a site of violence and diabolism. This reflects negatively on the products of the press, its employees, and the uses to which it is potentially put. The figurative qualities of Beware the Cat, and its connections with the external intellectual environments that shore up the authority of the printed text, are also those which undo it. Beware the Cat uses the associations of humanist print networks to frame the text but to satirise its protagonist, uses the site of Protestant printing to ground the fiction but to render the print milieu grotesque, and uses its thoughts on the printing process to stop that process in its tracks. Paradoxically, then, Baldwin explores the typographic imaginary by undoing printing.

Within the typographic imaginary more widely this suggests that even those writers who are usually seen as fully immersed in, or emblematic of, printing, are sensitive to its potential for misuse and the ambivalence of its symbolism. Baldwin’s engagement of the grotesque, morbid, and diabolic invokes a metaphorics which repeatedly informs the sixteenth century’s discussion of print by building on the resonance of its technical terms. In this way, as we shall see in Chapter 6, he has unexpected correspondences with Spenser, but whilst the figurative violence associated with print provokes in Spenser outright horror, Baldwin’s response is more complicating, local, and nuanced. In addition to its metaphorics, late medieval and early modern authors who write about printing invoke its characteristic imaginative environments. Caxton’s paratexts and the printer–author dialogues bring the reader into close imaginative contact with the printer himself, whilst both Baldwin’s text and the printers’ manuals introduce her or him to the printing house and its activities. Caxton, the authors of the printer–author dialogues, and Baldwin all establish narratives about the creation of the book. These texts return repeatedly to particular shared interests. Baldwin, like Caxton before him, and Gascoigne after him (as we shall see in the next chapter), dwells on the complicated metatextuality of print, exploring the recognition that printing is closely connected to other textual forms. All the authors discussed so far allude to or openly explore the technical process of creating printed books. Baldwin’s ambivalent positioning of his text, relative to the cultural authorities that he invokes, shares the concern with authority and value that Caxton and the printer–author dialogues, in varying ways, also explore. We have also seen the development of tropes about the printed book including Caxton’s long-lasting rhetoric about speed and productivity, his manipulation of readerly correction, and Baldwin’s use of a fictional editor whose function is to order material and marshal it through the press. Chapter 5, on Gascoigne, continues that exploration by arguing that Gascoigne, following Richard Tottel, develops the trope of the fractured manuscript coterie. The previous chapters have all introduced key components of the typographic imaginary and demonstrated the varied uses to which writers put its techniques and cluster of interests. The instructional texts gave us technical detail and explained the accompanying symbolism. Caxton’s writings, whilst showing the interpenetration of manuscript and print, enabled us to track the emergence of printing as an imaginative construct, and the printer then became more prominent in the printer–author dialogues. Chapter 3 also pinpointed the importance of the dialogue form. This chapter has focused on a depiction of the printing house. We have so far seen a narrative of progression, in which writing about printing becomes increasingly confident as the sixteenth century develops. Baldwin, however, does not allow that narrative to sustain itself; even as he centralises the print shop he picks away at its authorising contexts. The writers I have discussed so far all earned a living from the print trade but (despite the growing recognition of Caxton and Baldwin) are peripheral to the canon of early modern literature. The next two chapters collectively argue for the presence of the typographic imaginary in the writings of authors who are not only canonically more central but operated in an elite courtly context: Gascoigne and then Spenser. This will demonstrate the range of literary contexts that the typographic imaginary permeates.


Notes

1Parts of this chapter are reproduced with permission from Stenner (2016) which appeared in Renaissance Studies. I am grateful to John Wiley and Sons for this permission.

2On prose fiction’s concern with textual production see Stewart (2003), Mentz (2007), and Brown (2009).

3On the relationship between the voices of G.B. and Streamer see Bonahue (1994).

4On the text’s humanism see Gutierrez (1989) and Betteridge (2013).

5Animal studies scholars have recently found this text provocative. See Boehrer (2010), Raber (2013), Shannon (2013), and Stenner (2017).

6See Gresham (1981); King (1982, pp. 397–8) and Ringler and Flachmann (in Baldwin 1988, pp. xvi–xxv). For nuances to this position see Hadfield (1998). For overviews of Baldwin’s work see King (1982); Lucas (2009).

7See Gutierrez (1989), Kinney (2008), and Betteridge (2013).

8Cf. King (1982, p. 103) and Maslen (1999, p. 23).

9Cf. Gresham (1981, p. 114).

10On the locations of the book trade see Isaac (1990), Raven (2007, pp. 155–92), and Smith (2012, pp. 135–73).

11For full discussion of the Edwardian context and Seymour’s role in relaxing press constraints, see King (1982, pp. 76–121). This section is indebted to King’s account and to Lucas (2009, pp. 18–66).

12On Marian printing see Wooding (2014).

13On Wonderfull Newes see Overell and Lucas (2010).

14For recent discussions of the Treatise see Maslen (2000) and Richards (2013).

15For more on Day and his relationship with Foxe, see King (2006, pp. 80–91).

16For biographical information see Feasey (1925), Gaudet (1978), Kastan (1981), King (2012) and Lucas (2016).

17On the persistent ‘social meaning’ of individual, named premises see Lesser (2013, p. 178); on the creation of collectivity within print communities see Phillips (2010, pp. 81–119).

18This is within a broader discussion of the encoding, into publications by Baldwin and others, of Day’s symbolism of Tudor imperialism (2009, pp. 55–66).

19On the significance of plague for the text see Cox (2015).

20On Hawes see Lerer (1993, pp. 176–208).

21See also Gutierrez (1989).

22On the grotesque in the period see Rhodes (1980).

23An allusion to Wyatt’s Rebellion means that Baldwin would have to have written the text after the usually accepted composition date of 1553. This date is based on G.B.’s mention of the historically documented 1551–2 Christmas revels overseen by Ferrers, which, G.B. writes, took place ‘Christmas last’ (1988, p. 5). G.B.’s assertion is within a fiction and should not be read as fact. Moreover, there is a time lag of close to a decade between the assumed date of composition and the earliest proposed publication date of 1560–1; this is plenty of time for the text to be revised or supplemented with new material.

24This is a connection that deserves further consideration given the resemblance of the names ‘Streamer’ and ‘Rivers’.

25The framing fiction in A Myrroure for Magistrates deserves discussion with this in mind. This text is widely discussed but for a recent and wide-ranging intervention see Archer and Hadfield (2016).

26For more on the significance of handwriting in this text see Stenner (2016).
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5 George Gascoigne and Richard Tottel

Negotiating manuscript and print in the poetic miscellany

Artful posturing and negotiation, rather than the grotesque, energise George Gascoigne’s playful engagement of the typographic imaginary. William Baldwin’s Beware the Cat, I argued in the last chapter, undermines the community and space of the print shop even as Baldwin makes these things fundamental to his fiction. His text displays an ambivalence about print that will return writ large in Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, which vastly amplifies Baldwin’s layered grotesque. Gascoigne, though, introduces an urbane, sophisticated tone that we have not seen before. His first volumes are informed by his understanding and analysis of print culture and are fashioned with the strategies of the typographic imaginary. In his two early anthologies, he demonstrates that print facilitates the creation of a progressive, imaginative space. He cultivates these features of his work by engaging the representational authority of the typographic imaginary. The paratextual frames of A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres (1573) and The Posies of George Gascoigne Esquire (1575) are preoccupied with the creation, circulation, and reception of printed texts. These volumes are linked by Gascoigne’s citation of his formal model, the popular poetic anthology Songes and Sonnettes, written by the right honorable Lorde Henry Howard Late Earle of Surrey, and Other (1557). This was compiled and edited by the printer Richard Tottel and is popularly known as Tottel’s Miscellany. Gascoigne places the Flowres and The Posies in a recursive relationship to Tottel and, as William Caxton does for the Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye, establishes for them an alternative typographic value that supplements the idea of manuscript transmission. Their recursive relationship to each other, and to Tottel, reveals the anthologies to be operating remarkably similarly despite the contrasting attitudes to the milieu of print that their frames at first seem to display.

Gascoigne has a reputation as the most esteemed poet of his generation and a pivotal figure between the early Tudor writers and later Elizabethans (Wall 1999, p. 75). His print publication career was very short, from 1573 to 1577, but the diversity of his written and performative endeavours is dazzling. When he was a member of Gray’s Inn he translated Ariosto’s comedy I Suppositi and the Greek tragedy Jocasta for performance. Jocastachampioned the use of blank verse dialogue and was the earliest performed English rendering of Greek tragedy, whilst Supposes brought commedia erudita to the English stage for the first time (Austen 2008, p. 49). His prose fiction, A Discourse of the Adventures Passed by Master F.J. (1573), is hailed as an early masterpiece of the form, both for its structural complexity and for its innovative use of the fictional editor, G.T., as a narrator (Bloomfield 1992).1 Heavily influenced by Ovid and Petrarch, Gascoigne’s love poetry adopts a striking range of metres, forms, and personae, with his sonnet sequences being amongst the earliest in English. He produced works for courtly audiences, translating from French The Noble Arte of Venerie or Hunting in 1575 and in the same year being commissioned by the Earl of Leicester to write entertainments for Elizabeth I’s visit to Kenilworth. The Steel Glas (1576) is the first original non-dramatic poem in blank verse in the English language and his short tract, ‘Certayne Notes of Instruction Concerning the Making of Verse or Ryme in English’, is the earliest English critical essay on prosody. Repeatedly billing himself as a soldier-poet, through his motto ‘Tam Marti quam Mercurio’ (‘dedicated as much to Mars as to Mercury’), Gascoigne also produced the earliest piece of war correspondence in English, The Spoyle of Antwerpe (1576). Bold generic and formal experimentations are the hallmarks of his work.2

There is another side to Gascoigne’s story. He was born into a prosperous gentry family, trained as a lawyer but ruined his fortune trying to make his way at court, married bigamously, and was dogged for years by legal battles and quarrels with his relatives (Gascoigne 2000, p. XXIV). As critics including Lorna Hutson (2007) and Michael Hetherington (2016) have recently demonstrated, legal thinking in fact noticeably marks Gascoigne’s early works. Much critical discussion about him is also shaped by his attempts to gain royal preferment and the related postures in his writings. Richard Helgerson influentially defined him as the first Elizabethan prodigal by mapping a trajectory from early works which embrace breadth of experience to late moralising works which show ‘a repentance that necessarily defines all that had gone before as wilful folly’ (1976, pp. 48, 57). A more recent turn, initiated by Gillian Austen (2008, p. 17), recognises that Gascoigne’s creativity in different media shows a keen awareness of public and textual self-presentation as means of furthering his career.3 The reformed prodigal is viewed now as merely the most successful of his range of authorial personae. Yet, the apparently seismic shifts in Gascoigne’s presentation of his works remain important for understanding his authorial strategies. For example, in a manuscript dedicatory letter addressed to Queen Elizabeth and presented in 1577, The Grief of Joy, he makes an astonishingly risky pledge. He writes that ‘withowt the confirmation of your favorable acceptauns (your Majestie well knoweth) I will never presume to publishe any thing hereafter’ (1907, p. 514). For an author who in the preceding five years had published nine books as he worked hard to achieve court favour, this reads as a last-ditch attempt at success and potentially as a route into public silence. This position of apparent abasement before the Queen has contributed to the view of Gascoigne as a frustrated courtier and emasculated poet, having to submit the creative pyrotechnics of his early work to the blandness of moral orthodoxy and conventional flattery.4 Critics are reassessing this narrative, but it does emphasise the interconnectedness of print publication and social status in the sixteenth century.5 Of all the authors in this study, Gascoigne’s works exhibit these pressures most persistently. That is not to say that he simply replicates them: Gascoigne’s figurations of print culture in his early publications reveal it as a space of creative, liberatory, possibility.

Gascoigne, in fact, writes very little about printing, but the texts where the typographic imaginary is active are his most successful, albeit contentious, works. A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres and its completely reshaped second edition, The Posies of George Gascoigne Esquire, are quarto anthologies of lyric and narrative poetry, drama, and prose. The Posies claims to be a sanitised re-edit of A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres, supposedly in response to official censorship.6 These texts are foundational to Gascoigne’s oeuvre, to his authorial self-presentation, and to his public expression of his rhetorical and courtly skills in his ongoing search for preferment. He establishes print culture as a key interpretive context for them both. The Flowres and The Posies have elaborate paratextual frames that assume the reader’s familiarity with the world of print and play on this assumed knowledge to demarcate the imaginative parameters of the book. Jane Griffiths has recently written that Gascoigne is one of a group of writers who use printed glosses in a way that suggests readers should ‘interpret them in the light of an established set of print conventions’; these writers ‘assume a common knowledge of signals given by layout and paratexts about a work and its author and use them to shape the face they present to the public’ (2015, pp. 149–50). In the case of Gascoigne we can take this further: he uses an assumed common knowledge about printing not just to present a face of himself to the audience but to support the fiction of the text.

The two views of the print milieu that the Flowres and The Posies respectively portray are, at first sight, noticeably different.7 A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres was published anonymously and takes the form, as the table of contents announces, of a courtly anthology of ‘deuises of sundry Gentleman’. The anonymity is partial at best because, also from the table of contents onwards, Gascoigne’s name is prominently displayed. The volume has a framing fiction which presents the work as a printed collection of verse from the elite world of coterie manuscript circulation and, at the same time, shows the exclusivity of that world to be compromised. In the prefatory letters, the work is represented as the illicitly printed output of gentlemanly amateurs. This representation is key to the text, and Gascoigne uses it to model manuscript circulation giving way to print publication and causing social anxiety.8 This process also exposes the posturing of the coterie. Gascoigne manipulates the trope of reluctant publication to create an antagonistic world in which the courtly network behind the creation of the book is undermined by the publishing activities of external agents of a lower social status. His use of this trope has lent itself to multiple critical readings that discern in the apparent reticence to public exposure evidence for J.W. Saunders’s paradigm of the stigma of print.9 It is a trope that later became conventional, but for Gascoigne in the 1570s it was still malleable, and he employs it to achieve particular rhetorical and critical effects that contribute to the texture of the work. During an era of extensive media evolution, readers should resist the urge to take for granted tropes about textual production. Familiar tropes deserve examination, particularly when the conditions that they describe are subject to historical change. Gascoigne’s manipulation of the trope of reluctant publication alters, along with the rest of his rhetoric about the printed book, between the two anthologies. The Posies of George Gascoigne asserts its author’s identity on the title page and, in its frame, embraces the intellectual and social opportunities of printing even as it espouses a sexualised rhetoric of titillation to generate an erotic charge. What critics have failed to see about these texts is that Gascoigne’s contrasting visions of print culture share larger strategies: despite the superficial differences, they are parallel engagements of the typographic imaginary.

Both books make a named printed model into an active part of their shaping, the Flowres depending on Tottel’s Miscellany, and The Posies systematically invoking its Gascoignean antecedent, the Flowres. By modelling the Flowres on Tottel, Gascoigne reactivates for his text in the 1570s the claim that Tottel makes in 1557 when he tells his reader that his book releases to the public ‘those workes which the ungentle horders up of such tresure have heretofore envied the’ (1557, ‘To the reder’). In this description, printed poetry is cultural wealth to be appropriated from the elite ‘horders’ of manuscript ‘tresure’. Tottel refers here to the liberatory potential of print that is created by the fact that print shifts established structures of textual production and consumption. For these sentiments, he is described by Wendy Wall as realising the ‘social stakes of print’ (1993, p. 30) and by Arthur Marotti as being a ‘class mediator’ (1995, p. 296). As I argued in Chapter 2, Caxton anticipated this potential in the 1470s. For Gascoigne, a century later, the value and esteem of print are more established, but he positions his work in a recursive relationship to the formal and ideological pattern of Tottel. Gascoigne’s iteration of that pattern enables him to claim two related things for his anthologies: print publication not only as an alternative but also as a supplementary authority to that of manuscript circulation, and the liberatory imaginative space that derives from print. Like Caxton, Gascoigne both plays print and manuscript off against each other and perceives print’s emancipatory qualities. In this chapter I analyse the framing material of first the Flowres and then The Posies to demonstrate two things. My point about Gascoigne is that he authorises his textual output by reference to a specific typographic antecedent; this develops what we know of this poet’s approach to intertextuality and his literary allegiances. For the purposes of this book’s larger argument, I demonstrate in this discussion that by the 1570s, particular moments and texts in the typographic imaginary have started to generate their own authority within early modern culture. Recasting Gascoigne’s engagement of print culture in this more productive light shows that far from being a stigma, print, for this author, is a site of creative potentiality.

Typographic value in the prefatory poses of A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres

Print culture is the reference point for Gascoigne’s conceptualisation of his first anthology. The book puzzles readers because of its apparently incoherent opening sequence of texts. Following a letter from the printer, ‘A.B.’, the anthology presents the plays, Supposes and Jocasta. It then leads on to A Discourse of the Adventures Passed by Master F.J., with its own two prefatory letters from ‘G.T.’ and ‘H.W.’, and from there into the interconnected poems that compose the lyric collection. G.T. provides substantial editorial commentary between individual lyrics and poetic sequences within the ‘devices’ and throughout Master F.J.; his organising voice joins with those of A.B. and H.W. to introduce the work and construct the frame.10 The problem is that the plays appear to interrupt the design of the volume that the prefatory letters suggest. The letters of A.B., H.W., and G.T. combine as one paratextual frame that ought to lead into A Discourse of the Adventures Passed by Master F.J. and from there into the poems headed ‘The deuices of sundrie Gentlemen’. It is supremely ironic that the design coherence of the whole rests on a fictionalisation of the text’s move into print, but the actual move into print rendered it bibliographically incoherent in this way. Various reasons have been advanced to rationalise this situation. Charles Prouty suggests that, contrary to Gascoigne’s intentions, the printer Henrie Binneman wanted to open with the more saleable playtexts, and G.W. Pigman thinks that Gascoigne’s design changed during the course of printing (Gascoigne 1970, pp. 17–18). Others, most recently Weiss (1992, p. 102), argue that the plays were key to the original plan.11 As Hetherington points out, ‘the book’s final form must be seen as accidental; no one individual’s intentions […] seem to have been fully realised’ (2016, p. 52). Whatever the intention, readers are forced to mediate or choose between the structure as it survives and its lost postulated ideal. In this chapter I treat the trio of letters as a composite prefatory editorial fiction for the volume as a whole.

To understand this text’s self-presentational strategies, readers also need to appreciate the combined attitudes of the three figures. The letters tell different stories, but the overall fiction is as follows: G.T. has a collection of poems written by friends that he has sorted and linked with titles and narrative explanations. He lends the collection to his friend, H.W., who becomes its first external reader. H.W.’s letter claims that G.T. has asked him to keep the work to himself, but he secretly passes it to A.B. for printing. The anthology is published, and the printer claims that in seeing it to the market, he has triumphed over H.W. and G.T. alike. A.B. also reveals that he is suspicious that the others were keen all along to print the collection but wanted to deflect blame from themselves and thus channelled it through him. In this way, the letters stage the intimacies of a coterie fracturing as its literature disperses into the marketplace. Katharine Wilson rightly recognises that readers are given an ‘insight into the faction-driven world of publishing’; she goes on to add, however, that the text offers ‘a unique account of how a manuscript is brought to press’ (2006, p. 20). With the features of Beware the Cat and the printer–author dialogues in mind it should be evident that this is not, in fact, a unique account but that Gascoigne is writing within the typographic imaginary’s recognisable set of techniques.

A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres thematises the process of ‘contestation and negotiation’ between agents that Marotti (1995, p. 222) finds characteristic of early modern paratexts. The first stage of the fiction that the reader encounters is chronologically its last – the letter from the printer to the reader detailing that he has effected the printing of the text. A complicated dynamic of collaboration and separation is established between A.B. and the others. Being printed in Roman, his letter is typographically distinct from the black letter employed for G.T. and H.W. By imposing this separation the typography asks the reader to see A.B.’s letter originating in an agency distinct from theirs, despite the fact that within their own fiction, the letters as a group decidedly function together. Moreover, the printer’s letter demonstrates his triumph by elevating his role and exposing the weaknesses in the coterie. His status is complicated by the potential risks that he articulates and his problematic response to the text: he misreads it and thereby undercuts his own authority.

‘The Printer to the Reader’ opens with a dose of proverbial wisdom: ‘it hath bin an old saying, that whiles two doggs do striue for a bone, the thirde may come and carie it away’ (1573, sig.A.ijr). A.B.’s striving ‘doggs’ are G.T. and H.W., but he positions himself as the third dog that carries off the bone. He may apply the metaphor to them all but this is an abasing self-presentation which is soon explained when the printer twice mentions his ‘fear’ (1573, sig.A.ijr) about the true situation. He suspects that the others have tried to protect their own reputations and ‘politiquely preuented the daunger of misreport’ (1573, sig.A.ijr) by pre-emptively displacing any future blame onto him. Their motivations for doing this express two concerns. H.W. is said to have ‘cunningly discharged himselfe of any such misliking, as the grauer sort of grey heared judgers mighte (perhaps) conceiue in the publication of these pleasant Pamphlets’ (1573, sig.A.ijr); he wishes to avoid the potentially unfavourable responses of the ‘grauer sort’. G.T., on the other hand, is keen to seem reticent to print and ‘doth with no lesse clerkly cunning seeke to perswade the readers, that he (also) woulde by no meanes haue it published’ (1573, sig.A.ijr). The printer shrewdly perceives their prevarications, and phrases he uses to describe the situation, such as ‘cunningly’ and ‘clerkly cunning’, are designed to emphasise the participants’ duplicity. By focalising H.W. and G.T.’s hesitancy about printing through the printer in a retrospective discussion of events prior to the publication of the work, the fiction is that printing has rolled on despite the contributors’ anxieties. Gascoigne’s strategy is to both voice and overturn their resistance.

In addition to exposing the posturing of the coterie writers, A.B.’s letter promotes the qualities of the printer himself, mostly by establishing him as a no-nonsense man of business with reliable views on the text. His feeling that the others are in cahoots exposes the mask of reticence to print, placing the printer in the role of debunking informant to the reader whilst simultaneously exploiting associations of exclusivity: the text’s origins are at once obfuscated and revealed. He also displays his literary skill and readerly acumen. The extended title of the book describes how the Flowres – the individual poems – are ‘bothe pleasaunt and profitable to the well smellyng nose of learned readers’. A.B. extends the garden metaphor from the title page and into his letter. He continues the olfactory image by writing of ‘sauours, whvch may perchance smell vnpleasantly to some noses’ (1573, sig.A.ij.v). Readers who find in the poetry unpleasant tastes or smells ‘may take any one flowre by it selfe, and if that smell not so pleasantly’ as they would wish they are advised that they ‘may find some other’ (1573, sig.A.ij.v). By manipulating the imagery, A.B. shows his skill as a writer. He is also presented as a discerning reader and critic. He is able to compare the ‘good morall lessons’ of tragedy with the ‘prety conceit’ of comedy, and to pinpoint where to take example from ‘the vnlavvfull affections of a louer bestovved vppon an vnconstant dame’ (1573, sig.A.ij.v). Furthermore, A.B.’s letter emphasises the need to learn from reading, either by absorbing ‘morall lessons’ or, as he later writes, by following examples. This attitude to individual reader discernment displays the humanist position that a diligent reader is capable of judging the text. The printer demonstrates his belief in readerly judgement when he mentions that some words in the book ‘are cleanly’ but signify a ‘thing […] somewhat naturall’; some innocent words refer to an earthy eroticism but he decides to ‘let them passe as they came to me’ (1573, sig.A.ij.v). A.B.’s words gloss over the downright smuttiness of some of the inner texts; still, similarly to the printer–author dialogues, he titillates the reader with the book’s imagined content. Notwithstanding his status as a successful textual agent and the cultural authority he derives from his reading practices, A.B. views his probable victory as risky. This is because he suspects that the danger to their reputations is the motivation for the others letting him ‘the poore Printer […] runne away with the palme of so perillous a victorie’ (1573, sig.A.ijr). In the same breath that he describes the event as a ‘victorie’ he attempts to elicit sympathy from the reader by presenting himself as the ‘poore printer’, vulnerable to the fallout of the others’ scheming. ‘Palm’, though, also punningly returns the reader to A.B.’s opening claim to have taken ‘in hand the imprinting’ of this ‘poeticall Poesie’ (1573, sig.A.ijr) so that the manual labour of creating the work is conflated with the signifier of literary excellence. Whilst A.B. describes his victory playfully, he also, by referring to the poets’ palm, alludes to the shifting forms of textual authority that printing enables. It is the printer here, not the writer or the coterie, who runs away with the prize.

The outcome of the situation thus appears to favour the printer (as a metonym for emergent typographic authority) over the coterie authors (as a metonym for established manuscript authority). However, A.B.’s expertise is compromised when he makes a rather disingenuous claim about the anthology form and reading practice. Immediately before his remark that readers can pick and choose what they read, he states of the volume’s contents that the reader ‘shall not be constreined […] to take them up in such order as they are sorted’ (1573, sig.A.ij.v); that is, readers can peruse the book in any order that takes their fancy. Strictly this is true; readers can easily dip in and out of an anthology. Damagingly for A.B., his view ignores a central feature of the volume’s design: most of the individual poems are presented as part of larger narratives. Alongside the sequence of poems contained within A Discourse of the Adventures Passed by Master F.J., there are six further linked groups within the section titled The Deuises of Sundrie Gentlemen, including a mini sonnet sequence. These are mostly connected by the prose links provided by G.T. By overlooking the sequential and interconnected design of A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres, the printer misreads one of its fundamental qualities.12 In addition to this failure of literary sensitivity, the printer describes the book’s variety as ‘a greater commoditie than common poesies haue ben accustomed to present’ (1573, sig.A.ij.v). Books of poetry do not habitually have this quality, he implies; it is a unique selling point. Gascoigne undermines A.B. here because claims like this go back at least as far as Geoffrey Chaucer, who writes in the Miller’s prologue that readers who do not want to hear ‘his cherles tale’ should ‘turne over the leef and chese another tale’ (1998, ll. 3169, 3177). Given that the miscellany form, through Tottel, was by now well known to the Tudors, having seen six editions by 1573, the printer is made, at this point, to look as if he does not know his own business. Gascoigne’s deliberate recursion on Tottel (that I discuss below) makes this critique especially pointed. Printing now appears to promote false novelty, with the text’s own subtleties eluding the most obvious typographic representative; it signals the potential for cultural decline that will later exercise Edmund Spenser, Thomas Nashe, and Alexander Pope. The overall tenor of the printer’s letter may be to model print succeeding where manuscript practices fail, but this success is not robust.

Despite the ambivalence of the printer’s portrait, the effect of the three combined letters is that the coterie is compromised by going outside itself: it betrays its purported intimacy, has an acquisitive nature, and allows its posturing to be revealed. H.W.’s letter makes this clear. Where A.B. is a metonym for the marketplace and emphasises the technical and creative agency of the print trade, H.W.’s actions demonstrate a moment of transition as one textual culture opens up to another. Unsurprisingly, H.W.’s letter, which is a step closer to the original circumstances of production (as reported by G.T.), creates a clearer sense of the coterie. H.W. immediately mentions his ‘familiar friend Master G.T.’ and then refers to him three more times as ‘my friende’ or ‘my said friend’; he also mentions the ‘sundrie gentlemen’, his ‘familier friendes’ (1573, pp. 201–2) that have devised the work. Furthermore, he particularises the time that he received the manuscript, ‘August last’, and the ‘sundrie occasions’ (1573, p. 201) that prompted the composition of its contents. With the fact that he has been given the original copy to himself make a copy, this account displays the hallmarks of a coterie network: intimacy, particularity, and iterability.13 Yet H.W. has explicitly betrayed that context, ‘contrary to the chardge’ of G.T., and ‘procured for these trifles this day of publication’ (1573, p. 202). His reason for doing this is that he ‘thought better to please a number by common commoditie then to feede the humor of any private person by needlesse singularitie’ (1573, p. 201). By juxtaposing ‘common’ and ‘private’, H.W. opposes the public market to the individual. Similarly, by juxtaposing ‘singularitie’ and ‘commoditie’ he opposes that which is possessively retained to that which is advantageous to all or can be traded or exchanged. H.W. clearly has a public, plural engagement in mind rather than one that is private and singular. His language enables Gascoigne to oppose the practices and spaces of manuscript circulation to those of printing. Rightly advancing on the Saunders-influenced position that this dynamic shows Gascoigne’s own anxiety about print, critics have started to understand the complexity of this move. Alan Stewart makes the important point that the line between manuscript and print is an imagined one (2003, p. 138), and Griffiths sees that Gascoigne actively parodies the trope of private to public transgression (2015, p. 155).14 By asserting that there is a sharp divide to be policed and simultaneously transgressing that divide, Gascoigne toys with the relationship between textual forms in a way that is entirely characteristic of the typographic imaginary. Following Caxton, his strategy furthermore demonstrates that by teasing out a conceptual difference between coterie circulation and print publication, writers can create an imaginatively liberatory space.

Caxton’s mention, in the 1470s, of his gentlemen friends in Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye enables him to demonstrate the progressive potential of print in two ways. Firstly, he elevates horizontal peer relations over vertical patronage relations and shows the networks of those horizontal relations to be a valued destination for the text. Secondly, he posits that when elite texts spread beyond their original bounds they accrue alternative value to that which they previously possessed through their exclusivity. Gascoigne in the 1570s picks up on this potential. By staging the text’s move out of the private coterie and into the public market, he demonstrates that print effects a cultural shift which gestures towards a future social shift. By informing his reader of this he enables her or him to think through print’s progressive potential. This prompts the imaginative conception of further changes. Gascoigne’s fiction, though, is that the coterie is actively resistant to the text’s move outwards, and he therefore raises the stakes. The transgression of the coterie becomes an image for cultural and social change.

When he steps outside of one community, H.W. is implicitly serving, or indeed creating, another. He anticipates the complaint of the offended authors when their works are scrutinised by the ‘learned mindes’ and ‘iudgements’ (1573, p. 202) of the general readers to whom his letter is addressed. This invokes a textual politics comparable to Tottel’s letter to the reader, which opens the Miscellany. As we have seen, he claims that by publishing ‘tresure’ which has been hitherto horded up by the high ranking likes of the ‘noble earle of Surrey’ and ‘sir Thomas Wiat’, he is redistributing cultural wealth. The ‘profit and pleasure’ that Tottel anticipates accruing to the ‘good reder’ are his defence for this act of appropriation.15 It is important to note Steven May’s evidence that before 1557 five different printers had obtained works by Surrey and Wyatt, so the manuscripts, in fact, already circulated widely. As May writes, ‘elite manuscript verse was detained by private owners’, but ‘even the Miscellany’s most aristocratic lyrics were available in manuscript to an audience far too numerous and unconnected to fit the received understanding of a coterie’ (2009, pp. 421–2). Yet manuscript exchange still often depended on gatekeepers, whereas print typically circulated on the open market. The idea of print opening up the closed coterie, then, was a trope that Tottel manipulated as much as a social reality.16 It proved to be imaginatively potent and, as Gascoigne shows, readily available for appropriation by later writers. Tottel implies that his action is a moral one and that its effect is not only to share pleasure and an abstract humanist (and therefore elite) sense of ethical profit but is explicitly to educate the ‘unlearned’.17 His letter is emancipatory not merely because of its Robin Hood agenda of taking from the rich to give to the poor. He actively exhorts ‘the unlearned, by reding, to learne to bee more skilfull’: the letter’s final concern is to improve literacy, through a shift in cultural capital. This enables the reader to imagine a shift in social and political power. H.W. is not as interventionist as Tottel; his overall tone is one of self-interest, but he emphasises the role of ‘discrete readers’ in receiving and judging the printed text. This has become possible because H.W. and A.B. have rendered ‘common’ that which was previously singular. Following Caxton, and then Tottel, Gascoigne here sets up an alternative value to that of the manuscript coterie; the text gains value as it shifts outside its originating social group. Gascoigne invites his reader to perceive the text in this way and thereby facilitates the creation of a progressive, imaginative space.

The reader notices that as she or he moves through the letters, their rhetoric is increasingly compromised. G.T.’s is the last and the most erudite of the three. By the time the reader arrives at this point, she or he is well aware that the private network has been disrupted and that there is more than one copy of the book in circulation. G.T.’s perspective, as the compiler and editor of the manuscript, ostensibly supports the coterie but simultaneously debases it because he reveals his acquisitive agenda. He makes this clear when he tells H.W. why he wants the text returned to him. G.T. is concerned that his friends may be offended, but, more suspiciously, he will ‘leese the opertunitie of a greater matter, halfe and more graunted’ to him ‘alreadie, by the willing consent of one of them’ (1573, p. 204). G.T. is keen to acquire from one of the unnamed authors the ‘greater matter’ that he is persuaded is coming his way, ‘two notable workes’ named ‘Sundry Lots of Loue’ and ‘The Clyming of an Eagles Neast’ (1573, p. 204). Positioned at the end of the letter after G.T. makes a claim ‘to be playne’ (1573, p. 204) about the whole business, this acquisitive motivation strikes the reader as the genuine concern behind G.T.’s posturing. Moreover, at the very back of the book G.T. appends a shifty explicit that contains both an injunction to secrecy and a large hint that the work should, after all, be printed. Still addressing H.W., he repeats the command to keep the text for H.W.’s ‘owne priuate commoditie’ but immediately comments that ‘it amounteth to a good rounde vollume, the which some woulde iudge worthy the Imprinting’ (1573, p. 445). It is not difficult to see why A.B. is suspicious of the pair’s actions and motivations.

In the prefatory letters, then, Gascoigne allows print largely to succeed; as with A.B.’s victory and H.W.’s breaking of the coterie circle, G.T.’s words compromise the conventions of manuscript publication by comparison to the emergent ways of printing. In the paratextual frame, Gascoigne parodies, but through parody rehearses, the unsettling social significance of the printed text and fashions a liberatory space of imaginative potential. There are several formal and contextual features that Gascoigne uses to place the Flowres in a direct line of descent from Tottel’s Miscellany: the anthology format, the coterie context, the emancipatory textual politics of the prefatory letters and, as Pigman points out, several moments in the poetry that allude to, combine, or rework lyrics in Tottel.18 To this list could be added the inclusion of G.T.’s prose links which perform a contextualising function similar to those of the titles added by Tottel to the poems (Marotti 1995, pp. 218–20). There is more to be said about the complex relationship between the Flowres and Totttel, and we should remember that throughout this time Gascoigne was seeking patronage from the very elite social circles whose cultural practices he fictionalises in disintegration. However, for this chapter, two points are foremost. If Tottel is celebrating the emancipatory potential of print culture, Gascoigne uses Tottel’s investment in liberating culture from the coterie to endorse H.W. and A.B.’s strategy in the prefatory letters. Additionally, if Tottel is advancing the trope of the fractured coterie, rather than reflecting either social practice or a specific indiscretion, Gascoigne appropriates and expands on that trope in order to examine it from the perspective of the coterie writers and the printer. A.B., in this respect, becomes a version of Tottel – a trope for the agency behind print production. Either way, Gascoigne produces himself as an author through his imaginative recursion on Tottel’s book. Both scenarios also demonstrate the typographic imaginary gaining figurative traction because the Flowres volume develops the radical imaginative space first discerned by Caxton.

The benefits of printing in The Posies of George Gascoigne Esquire

Gascoigne expects the readers of his 1573 anthology to be cognisant not just of the manuscript circulation context it evokes but also of Tottel’s printed reiteration of that context. A similar dynamic of citation informs Gascoigne’s reworked 1575 version of his text, The Posies of George Gascoigne Esquire. This partly arises from Gascoigne’s indication that the earlier text was censored. He claims in a prefatory letter ‘To the reuerende Diuines’ that he has revised the book because some of the poems have ‘bene offensiue for sundrie wanton speeches and lasciuious phrases’ (1575, sig.¶.ijr). Gascoigne’s chastened position is that the Flowres may have been offensive, but, in their new form, they are no longer so. However, he in fact changes very little and merely pays lip service to moral sanction.19 There is no record of the Flowres being censored, and it is Gascoigne himself who employs a ‘rhetoric of censorship’ (Clegg 2003, p. 121) to retrospectively describe his first anthology. Ironically, though, fifty copies of The Posies were seized by Her Majesty’s Commissioners in August 1576, but this does not seem to have hindered Gascoigne’s career because two weeks later he was sent secretly to Paris by Lord Burghley (Austen 2013, p. 162).20

A correlate of the way Gascoigne positions The Posies is that it does not stand alone but is intimately related to a former textual model: A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres. On a title page that ostentatiously announces Gascoigne’s authority over the text, the subtitle states that the work is ‘corrected, perfected, and augmented by the Authour’.21 There is an understanding that the reader knows the imperfect previous text, but Gascoigne both invokes and disavows that text from the beginning of The Posies; the relationship between the books is one of concurrent dependence and rejection. Gascoigne’s choice of verb on the title page is significant. ‘Perfected’ indicates ‘the process of getting a manuscript or printed text ready for its (re)transmission in print’ (Massai 2007, p. 5).22 Alongside ‘corrected’, this implies that Gascoigne was very much involved in the material instantiation of the second edition. Whether or not he actually was involved in this way, like the Flowres, the conceptualisation of The Posies is established on a shared readerly idea about the world of print. Gascoigne removes, however, the voices of A.B., H.W., and G.T. They are replaced with three new letters – ‘To the reuerende Diuines’, ‘To al yong Gentlemen’, and ‘To the Reader’ – which are then followed by twenty-two commendatory verses. Also like the Flowres, the content of The Posies is barely concerned with the world of print, but the framing ensures that the book is tied to a certain idea of how that world signifies. However, the version of print culture that The Posies advances is on the surface entirely different from that in the Flowres. Replacing the original mélange of anxiety and social exposure, the later text celebrates print’s possibilities for an aspiring author.

With its titlepage claim to authorial correction, the rhetoric of The Posies places it firmly within print culture from the outset. Gascoigne refers his readers back to the only publication where his name has appeared in print up to that point, the Flowres, and reveals (to those not already in the know) that its anonymity was a fiction. He asserts his authority over his later text, but only after having suggested with the earlier one that the coterie does not assure a writer also interested in print the authority he desires. Print supplements what manuscript can offer. The Posies, by presenting itself as a single-author volume of printed lyric poetry, appears to jettison the fictional miscellany form. Despite this, Gascoigne replicates the coterie context by adding twenty commendatory verses from a variety of supporters who bolster his self-presentation as an author.23 This recreates at the opening of his second anthology the social context from which the first is fictionalised as having emerged; he thereby asserts for the book its generic associations with selectivity and courtly community. An important distinction between the two is that The Posies recontextualises that community in the world of print, with the printer a part of the coterie rather than a separate agent of its dissolution. This results from Gascoigne including, among the commendatory verses, a short poem called ‘The Printer in Commendation of Gascoigne and his Workes’. This little text very generally claims that Gascoigne deserves to ascend ‘the stately Throne, / Which Muses holde, in Hellicone’ (1575, sig.¶¶¶¶.iijv). Significantly, the poem operates by direct comparison to ‘Sweete Surrey […] And Wiatt’ (1575, sig.¶¶¶¶.iijv), that is, by invoking those authors most closely associated with Tottel. The status of the printer becomes an acknowledged part of the discursive framing of the single author text and, moreover, is used to reiterate the link to Tottel that formerly authenticated the progressive potential of typography. This appears to underscore the view that with The Posies, Gascoigne leaps ‘feet first’ into print culture (Staub 2011, p. 96). Paradoxically, though, along with his clutch of personal recommendations, Gascoigne retains the posture of gentlemanly reticence that typically accompanies amateur publication and motivates the fiction of the Flowres. His passive attitude to the publication event makes this posture evident; he does not enthusiastically welcome print but instead concedes that he was ‘not unwillinge’ the book ‘shoude bee imprinted’ (1575, sig.¶.iij). If Gascoigne is viewed as part of an amateur gentlemanly coterie his stance is explicable, but the consequences of that explanation are that Gascoigne flagrantly overturns the troped resistance to print in the Flowres, apparently only to embrace it in The Posies, the supposedly more print-orientated work. The crucial difference is that the second version of the coterie has been reworked to account for the printer’s cultural and discursive agency. Gascoigne’s texts, rather than being entirely vested in one form or another, demonstrate the subtle accommodations and negotiations between textual cultures that are characteristic of early modern literature. What is more, they present these accommodations as an opportunity rather than a threat.

The Posies thus maintains a playful approach to printing tropes, but additionally it is strategic in its celebration of print culture. Like the opening epistolary trio of the Flowres, the three prefatory letters in The Posies collectively portray one vision of the world of print, which is this time characterised by its benefits to authors. Within that vision, Gascoigne nuances his discussion according to which audience he is addressing. Showing another parallel with Caxton, he is pragmatic about printing’s advantages in the letter to the ‘Reverend Divines’. He then sexualises it in the letter to ‘Yong Gentlemen’ and presents it as a site of potentiality in ‘To the reader’. The first letter offers five ‘considerations’ (1575, sig.¶.iij.) to explain Gascoigne’s decision to print, and each of them reveals a cultural aspiration. The third of these focuses on the potential benefits to his career: ‘as I seeke aduauncement by vertue, so was I desirous that there might remaine in publicke recorde some pledge or token of those giftes wherwith it hath pleased the Almightie to endue me’ (1575, sig.¶iijv). It is a virtue for his printed work to be in the public eye because it showcases his talents and helps his social advancement. Unlike fictionalised characters such as G.T., or actual aristocrats such as the Earl of Surrey, Gascoigne tells the reader that he was keen to make his reputation in print and thereby demonstrates that authors can exploit print for their own ends. This differs markedly from the suspicion with which he treats printing in A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres.

In the letter to the young gentlemen another quality is attributed to printing. Here Gascoigne captures the excitement of print publication by scandalising it. This letter places immediate emphasis on the printed form of the text by referring to how it is ‘published in print’ (1575, sig.¶¶ij.), following promptly on from Gascoigne’s laddish address to ‘gallant Gentlemen, and lustie youthes’ (1575, sig.¶¶ij.). These are the very men that represent the community in which the Flowres ostensibly originated. He repeats similar phrases throughout the letter, frequently when he mentions publication. For example, he writes, ‘to speake English it is your vsing (my lustie Gallants) or misvsing of these Poesies that may make me praysed or dispraysed for publishing of the same’ (1575, sig.¶¶iij.v). Gascoigne here returns to the matter of readerly judgement; if the gallants take moral lessons from his published work, then he will be praised, but if they seek to benefit from the piquant elements, then he will be condemned. His repeated terms of address resemble a rallying call to his fellows to perceive the sexual content of his works that he has supposedly expunged.24 This becomes most evident at the end of the letter when Gascoigne refers to the book as a ‘two edged swoorde’ in the ‘naked hands’ (1575, sig.¶¶iiiiv) of the young male reader. Swords in Gascoigne’s poetics are usually obvious phallic substitutes. A particularly unsubtle example of this occurs in A Discourse of the Adventures Passed by Master F.J. when a voyeuristic admirer of the hero perceives ‘the poynt of his naked sworde glistring vnder the skyrt of his night gowne’ (1573, pp. 234–5) as he returns from a moonlit encounter with his lover. In The Posies, the letter to the gallants acknowledges that the salaciousness which Gascoigne claims to have edited out of his works is exactly a part of their appeal. He repeatedly associates with print the terms that he also uses to bond with his young male readers, crediting print with a titillating excitement and undercutting the moral seriousness of the letter to the Divines.

The sense of excitement and potentiality that the letter to the ‘Yong Gentlemen’ creates reappears in a particularly playful moment at the end of the final letter, addressed ‘to the Readers generally’. Gascoigne explains here that many of his poems were written on behalf of other men and that when doing this he ‘often chaunged’ his ‘Posie or worde’ (1575, sig.¶¶¶ijr). The ‘Posie or worde’ refers to the mottoes, like Gascoigne’s own ‘Tam Marti quam Mercurio’, that appear with many of the poems both in the Flowres and The Posies. In the latter’s epistle to the readers, however, he claims to be coming clean by explaining that he disguised his name to stop himself being revealed as the author. This is reasonable enough, given that The Posies identifies Gascoigne’s previously disguised output. He then confesses further: ‘I haue also sundrie tymes chaunged mine owne worde or deuise’ (1575, sig.¶¶¶ijr). He is stating that he also changed his own motto. With regard to the Flowres, the effect of this is to complicate the game of quasi-anonymity. It explains, for example, the fact that ‘Fortunatus Infoelix’ (‘Fortunate Unlucky’) is appended to the poetry of the first of the sundry gentlemen in the supposedly anonymous section of the book and also attached to Gascoigne’s onymous play, Jocasta. But a careful reader has been able to notice this already so – for the reader of both printed texts – the joke of fake anonymity in the first becomes a joke about fake confession in the second. These games are urbane, addressed to those in the know who, like A.B., have been clever enough to see through authorial ruses. Yet Gascoigne is doing more than smirk at his own brilliance: he is celebrating the possibilities that printing offers him. These jokes only work because his tease of conceal and reveal flirts with private and public – published – knowledge. As Griffiths observes of his glossing practices, ‘Gascoigne’s riddles would make no sense except in print’ (2015, p. 170).

Conclusion

Despite the marked difference between Gascoigne’s two accounts of printing, its people and its milieu, together his anthologies demonstrate an important point. By the 1570s, the typographic imaginary was able to supply authoritative models and recognisable codes for authors exploring the coordinates of print culture. When Gascoigne engages imaginatively with print, at this early stage in his career, he does so in a way that is deliberate and studied. He is aware of print’s ability to create imaginative space with radical potential. The differences in the versions of print culture that Gascoigne establishes are superficial; the typographic imaginary in both instances, in fact, serves the same playful, emancipatory, and possibility-laden agenda. The structure of this is chiasmic: the manuscript coterie supplements itself with typographic authority, and the named individual printed author relies on the coterie context for social authority. Gascoigne’s writings belie rigid distinctions between manuscript and print, but they clearly show that, in the 1570s, the cultural capital of print was rising. He is able to depict the world of print and its significance because they have generated recognisable imaginative forms and techniques. The Posies can cite the Flowres, which is itself reliant on Tottel, and all these texts are grounded in a shared understanding of how the world of print functions and what it can mean. Austen argues that Gascoigne has two distinct portfolios – the works he publishes under the reformed prodigal persona in his own name, and the more courtly anonymous work (2013, p. 170). However, complicating Austen’s model, this chapter has shown that there is also a clear typographic moment in his career. Reading this moment framed within the typographic imaginary both illuminates Gascoigne’s concern to create an imaginative space of possibility and shows that he is in the company of Caxton and Tottel when he does so. His later works do ask questions about textual production and circulation but not to the same extent. The early anthologies make a thoughtful and witty engagement of the typographic imaginary foundational to their cultural and authorial statements.

In the next chapter I turn to Spenser, another poet who operated primarily in a courtly context and whose career narrative is realigned when we view him with the cluster of authors who write about printing through the typographic imaginary. Spenser’s works ostensibly position him as an enthusiastic advocate of print aesthetics. They also make clear connections to Gascoigne. When Spenser publishes Three Proper and Wittie Familiar Letters with Gabriel Harvey in 1580 he presents himself as an author in print using very similar moves to Gascoigne. He makes his work recur upon his earlier print publication, The Shepheardes Calender (1579), and he builds on the trope of the fractured coterie. Yet by 1590 he has produced his epic poem, The Faerie Queene, which contains one of the century’s most disturbing imaginative constructions of the printing press.


Notes

1See Wilson who describes its compulsive appeal for later imitators (2006, p. 3). For Gascoigne’s importance to the development of English prose, not just prose fiction, see Austen (2013).

2See Bloomfield (1992, p. 170) and Austen (2013, p. 157). For a detailed description of his career see Austen (2008) and the biographical introduction by Pigman (in Gascoigne 2000, pp. XXIII–XLIII).

3Cf. Griffiths (2015, pp. 149–50), who characterises Gascoigne’s printed output as a primarily commercial endeavour.

4See for example McCoy (1985).

5For example, Hamrick (2008); Zarnowiecki (2008).

6On the revisions between the two, see Hughes (1997), Clegg (2003), and Austen (2013, pp. 160–3).

7Cf. Marotti (1991, p. 9); Austen (2013, p. 158).

8Whilst my discussion relates to courtly coterie circulation I do not intend to imply that early modern manuscript practices were homogeneous. Other studies show the many social, gender, and generic contexts of manuscript production and scribal activities. To cite a very few examples, cf. Love (1988, p. 73) on entrepreneurial scribal publication; Daybell (2012) on the makeshift practices of epistolary culture; Millstone (2016) on scribal pamphleteering and its influence on early Stuart politics.

9For example, McCoy (1985, p. 33); Zarnowiecki (2008, para. 3). Saunders has been revised by many critics; cf. especially May (1980).

10Whilst I agree with the consensus that these are all Gascoigne’s fictional creations, this has not been a universal position; cf. Ward (1928).

11For the bibliographic details see Weiss (1992).

12On the book’s paratactic structure and inferential design, see Heffernan (2015), but cf. also Hetherington on the role of accident in its ‘material history and […] conceptual preoccupations’ (2016, p. 53).

13On the rhetoric of intimacy in scribal forms see Shrank (2004).

14Cf. Wall (1993, p. 245) and her thinking on literary pseudomorphs, texts that stage manuscript forms in print (1993, p. 232). See also Pope (2003).

15Cf. Bates’s discussion of the Miscellany’s social and economic messages within the sixteenth century’s ‘shift toward an incipient capitalism’ (2013, p. 46).

16Cf. Lerer’s (2006) theory that Tottel codifies the English lyric voice as forever subject to social and textual misdirection.

17Cf. Hamrick whose view is that the ‘humanism embodied in and by the text’ (2013, p. 168) is responsible for the increased social mobility that Tottel envisions.

18See ‘Tottel’ in Pigman’s index to Gascoigne (2000).

19See McCoy (1985), Wall (1993, p. 247), Hughes (1997), and Clegg (2003).

20See Clegg (2003, pp. 103–22) for full details of the censorship question.

21Further discussion of the revised title page is in Marotti (1995, pp. 223–5).

22For Massai’s full discussion of this term see (2007, pp. 5–10).

23Pigman (Gascoigne 2000, p. 698) is suspicious that Gascoigne himself wrote at least four of these poems.

24Cf. Clegg (2003, pp. 109–12).
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6 Edmund Spenser’s early and mid-career

Public image and machine horror

Strikingly divergent results arise from Spenser’s turn to the typographic imaginary. In his early publications The Shepheardes Calender (1579) and Three Proper and Wittie Familiar Letters (1580) he uses its strategies to fashion himself in the public eye. Later, in The Faerie Queene (1590) and ‘The Teares of the Muses’ (1591) he evokes its symbolism to explore anxieties about the effects of the press on his culture. In the opening episode of The Faerie Queene Book I, the Redcrosse knight defeats the monster Errour in the Wandering Wood. Spenser characterises her as a violently grotesque printing press, and to do so he activates discursive representations of the press and the technical terminology for printing. His problematic portrait of Errour, and her echoes in his later poetry, encourage us to reassess the place of print in his project because he is widely recognised a writer who exploits print conventions to create an authorial identity. Discussions of Spenser’s literary career typically map two trajectories. By moving from pastoral to epic, he is said not only to navigate the rota Virgiliana but also to nuance it with his commitment to Protestantism and the Commonwealth and through the influences of other classical models, most particularly Ovid (Cheney 1993). The second trajectory is a transition from early confidence, through disillusionment with the public project of poetry and the court of Elizabeth I, to private withdrawal. Print plays a major role in Richard Helgerson’s account of Spenser’s career, in which his care over his publications is crucial to his fashioning of a laureate poetic identity (1983, p. 37).1 The Shepheardes Calender is usually central to discussions of Spenser and print, and critics such as Ruth Samson Luborsky (1980), S.K. Heninger, Jr. (1988), and Richard McCabe (2000) have done much to facilitate our understanding of the formal and typographic creativity of this artful debut. In Three Proper and Wittie Familiar Letters, published only a year after The Shepheardes Calender, Spenser’s engagement of the typographic imaginary comes clearly into view in an act of public self-promotion that echoes George Gascoigne’s practice in A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres. This chapter, then, makes two claims. Firstly, I argue that Spenser engages the strategies of the typographic imaginary at different stages of his career and, through these strategies, is linked to the other highly print-literate authors of this study, most particularly Gascoigne. By positioning him in this lineage, this first claim builds on existing readings of Spenser to nuance understanding of the self-promotional aspects of his printed work. The second claim I make is that the typographic imaginary informs his depiction of Errour, and this, in turn, problematises critical responses to Spenser as a print enthusiast because that depiction registers a deep anxiety about the press and its output. Spenser is adept at innovating within an emergent print culture, but when he makes features of the print shop into an imaginative component of his fiction, his writing manifests concerns that are entirely typical of his era’s unease about print’s capabilities.

My argument about Spenser serves a dual purpose within this book as a whole. It extends the range of literary contexts in which the typographic imaginary is at large to encompass epic romance. Spenser, like Gascoigne, was a courtly writer enmeshed in patronage even as he manipulated the market possibilities of print; unlike Gascoigne, though, Spenser produced in The Faerie Queene one of the defining texts of the English Renaissance. This chapter demonstrates that the typographic imaginary operates at the heart of the canonical, as well as in the more marginal locations of paratexts, pamphlets, and prose fiction. The second purpose of this chapter is to underline the point that early modern authors can both embrace print and display anxieties about it. Gascoigne’s way of doing this, as I argued in the last chapter, is ludically performative. Spenser’s is significantly more disconcerting. The ambivalence with which early modern culture greeted print intensified in the late sixteenth century, and Spenser’s writings demonstrate this powerfully.

Early career self-presentation: The Shepheardes Calender and Three Proper, and Wittie, Familiar Letters

The self-consciousness of The Shepheardes Calender arises largely from Spenser’s manipulation of print conventions. This text is a cornerstone of critical understanding of him as an author who realised, early in his career, that an appeal to the public market of print could offer him opportunities beyond those afforded by patronage relationships (Hadfield 2012, pp. 123–4). The Calender is a series of twelve dialogic eclogues printed anonymously in quarto and poetically modelled on Virgil’s Eclogues but also possessing a striking Chaucerian influence. Three formal features are paramount to the presentation of Spenser in this text. These are the presence of the fictional editor, E.K.; the printed gloss that E.K. adds to the poetry; and the associations that the volume’s typography makes. The creation of an editorial fiction to explain how the text has been printed and the use of intertextual links made through typography are both typical aspects of the typographic imaginary. The Calender does not reveal its author’s name but presents him as the ‘new Poete […] vnknown to most men’ (1579, sig.¶.ij.), and Spenser adopts the pseudonym ‘Immeritô’, Unworthy. In addition to authorial anonymity, the volume relies heavily on the interventions of E.K., who has prepared the poetry for publication. Like Baldwin’s G.B. and Gascoigne’s G.T., this editor (probably a fiction coined by Spenser) conspicuously claims that it is his judgement and taste that have licked the text into shape.2 He states in his lengthy opening epistle, ‘Hereunto haue I added a certain Glosse or scholion for thexposition of old wordes and harder phrases: which maner of glosing and commenting, well I wote, wil seeme straunge and rare in our tongue’ (1579, sig.¶.iij.r). The gloss that E.K. describes bookends each eclogue, with an opening prose argument and a detailed set of notes positioned at the end. This addition, and the language E.K. adopts to describe its function – the explication of ‘old wordes and harder phrases’ – asserts the poetry’s difficulty and that the reader needs to be guided in the careful act of interpretation. More importantly, from the perspective of a poet making his publishing debut, the gloss has a bibliographic significance that lifts the work’s authority. High-status editions, often in folio, of classical, biblical, and humanist works were published complete with detailed commentaries. The irreverent manipulation of the gloss by the likes of William Baldwin in Beware the Cat did not detract from its scholarly reputation. By aligning this small book by an ‘vnknown’ writer with prestigious publications, the gloss appropriates their elite associations.3 E.K. even points out the exceptionality of adding this formal intellectual apparatus by anticipating that to readers it will ‘seeme straunge and rare’.4 Thus Spenser’s manipulation of print conventions enables him to make an astonishingly bold, but knowing, claim to cultural value. Spenser is not – yet – an author held in cultural esteem. He is media savvy, possessed of enviable sangfroid but still trying keenly to make his mark.

At the same time that his exploitation of print conventions helps Spenser to assert his own exceptionality, he also, according to Heninger, uses the volume’s typography to flatter Sir Philip Sidney as an attempt to secure the patronage of his uncle Robert Dudley, the Earl of Leicester. For Heninger, the Calender’s combination of argument, text, emblems, and gloss unmistakably replicates the typography of Jacopo Sannazaro’s Arcadia (1571), one of the most popular Italian books of the sixteenth century and a text on which Sidney was heavily dependent for his Arcadia (written ca. 1578).5 On the basis of its typography, Heninger is pushed to describe the Calender as ‘servile replication’ (1988, p. 42) of Sannazaro. Yet this aesthetic choice is another example of the practices of typographic allusion that Gascoigne embraces in A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres and The Posies.6 Once we start to recognise that Spenser’s strategies are coherent with the typographic imaginary then we can align him with the other typographically literate authors in this study. As a way of doing this it is useful to consider Spenser’s collaboration with Gabriel Harvey, the printed epistolary exchange Three Proper and Wittie Familiar Letters, because here Spenser presents himself as an aspirational author in print using strategies that are remarkably similar to Gascoigne’s.

It is clear that Gascoigne was informing Spenser’s thought around the time that he worked on both the Calender and the Letters because E.K. praises him by name in the November gloss: ‘Ma. George Gaskin a wittie gentleman, and the very chefe of our late rymers […] gifts of wit and naturall promptnesse appeare in hym aboundantly’ (1579, fol.48). In addition to E.K’.s resemblance to Gascoigne’s G.T., which Richard C. Newton also spies (1986, pp. 254–5), A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres was one of the few vernacular models for lyric available to Spenser when he composed the Calender (Alpers 1985, p. 84). Gascoigne’s importance for Spenser comes into better focus when we also recognise the echoes of A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres in the concerns of the Letters. This is a connection that Jon A. Quitslund makes in his discussion of the genre of the printed familiar letter. He deems the epistolarity of The Flowres, and of Gascoigne’s essay on prosody ‘Certayne Notes of Instruction’ (published in The Posies), to be the key English precedents (1996, p. 88) for the Letters, but he does not pursue his observation and nor have subsequent critics. The familiar letter tradition derived from antiquity but was revived by humanists publishing the crafted intellectual exchanges of great men such as Erasmus.7 One of the ways that the Spenser–Harvey exchange signals its humanism is by including experiments in and discussions of neo-Latin poetry. Like the Calender, the five letters of the 1580 text appropriate the print conventions of an elite form to promote the status of Spenser as a printed poet and of his collaborator Harvey.8 Not that readers would know this from the title page alone, which highlights the intellectual and scholarly credentials of their authors by describing them as ‘two Vniuersitie men’ but does not show their names. Harvey’s letters are signed, but Spenser’s identity is again masked under the guise of Immeritô, his pseudonym from the Calender. By employing this name, Spenser creates a compromised anonymity akin to that which Gascoigne creates around the Flowres, the authorship of the Calender having been, from very early on, an open secret (Kinney 2010, p. 163). The Letters further parallel Gascoigne’s text because they enlist techniques of the typographic imaginary to support the volume’s act of media promotion.

The aspects of the Letters that are most instructive for this discussion are the opening epistle ‘To the Cvrteovs Buyer, by a Welwiller of the two Authours’, the future publication plans that the correspondence sets out, and the description of the activities of a literary coterie attached to the Leicester– Sidney circle and based at Leicester house. Like the epistles between A.B., H.W., and G.T., the opening letter to the ‘Buyer’ creates a fiction of illicit publication. The ‘Welwiller’ writes that he has been ‘made acquainted wyth the three letters following, by meanes of a faithfull friende, who with much entreaty had procured the copying of them oute, at Immeritos handes’ (1580, sig.A.iijr). He later states explicitly that he has not made the correspondents ‘priuy to the Publication’ (1580, sig.A.ijv). The purported order of events behind the volume’s publication is that Immeritô has copied the letters and passed them to ‘a faithfull friende’ who has passed them on again, to the Welwiller for printing. By activating the trope of authorial modesty, and flirting with the reader’s knowledge of authorial disguise, the opening letter fictionalises the postures of a small social network whose codes are broken by the text’s move towards print. This closely resembles the fractured coterie of Gascoigne’s fiction whereby G.T. passes the text to H.W., who surreptitiously conveys it to A.B. for printing. The Welwiller is a composite of H.W., the intermediary, and A.B., the agent who secures the printing of G.T.’s text. Unlike the way that he presents the authors, the Welwiller confidently speaks the language of the print marketplace. He unambiguously presents the work as a printed saleable artefact that circulates publicly. He addresses its consumer not as a reader but as a ‘buyer’, expresses a preference to see other letters ‘very gladly […] in Writing, but more gladly in Printe’ (1580, sig.A.ij.r), and twice puns on the idea of typsetting/setting forth (as Spenser himself will do in his first letter). Taken as a whole though, the contents of the Letters mark out the correspondents as more similar to the Welwiller than he admits.

Like the Gascoigne anthologies, the Spenser–Harvey letters are deeply instructive for understanding the social stratification that preoccupied early modern literary culture because they show Spenser (most particularly) as an author straddling the environments of elite private circulation and the public marketplace. His reported reticence to print is matched by some of the social arrangements depicted in the text but also flouted by his confident discussion of media strategy. Belying the paratextual characterisation of press-shy amateurism, Spenser’s letters reflect on his past and future publications even as he seeks to elevate himself by association with an exclusive social and literary group. This is reminiscent of G.T.’s teasing mention of the ‘two notable workes’ he wants to acquire, ‘Sundry Lots of Loue’ and ‘The Clyming of an Eagles Neast’ (Gascoigne 1573, p. 204), because G.T., too, teases his reader with the anticipated cachet of future works drawn from purportedly intimate groups. At the end of Spenser’s first letter, which opens the main correspondence of the volume, he writes of two texts that have tantalised Spenserians for centuries, because they have never appeared: ‘my Dreames, and Dying Pellicane, being fully finished […] and presentlye to bee imprinted’ (1580, p. 7). He goes on to state, in a postscript, ‘I take best my Dreames should come forth alone, being grown by meanes of the Glosse (running continually in maner of a paraphrase) full as great as my Calendar’ (1580, p. 8). These statements describe a print publishing strategy; he is considering the projected book’s state of readiness for print publication, its size and form, and how it should ‘come forth’. This takes place within an exchange that poses as private correspondence, but of course it is public, and Spenser is nakedly advertising his future printed works by trading on the success of the Calender. The volume as a whole makes much of his achievement with that text, Harvey discussing it extensively and writing with barely disguised envy of ‘the money, which his Calender’ has enabled Spenser to acquire (1580, p. 41). But at the same time that Spenser is throwing himself wholeheartedly into his role as a successful, and solvent, man of the moment, he relies on older structures of affiliation to create a different kind of capital.

The Letters describe another elusive literary formation that has long fascinated Spenserians, the so-called Aeropagus of quantitative verse proponents who were interested in reforming English versification by applying to it classical prosody.9 Spenser states he has been drawn into this ‘faction’ by Sidney and another courtier-poet, Sir Edward Dyer, who have him ‘in some use of familiarity’ (1580, p. 54). This ambiguous phrase invites speculation over the nature of the relationships being described.10 Spenser qualifies the ‘familiarity’ with ‘some’, whilst ‘use’ suggests both the instrumentality of the other men’s approach to the poet and his subjection to their power. Owing largely to the evidence for the Aeropagus deriving from Spenser’s letter, the formality, the duration, and even the existence of the group are moot. One of the effects of Spenser mentioning it is to associate him with Sidney in a close literary network which is also, importantly, a social network including Harvey (who, as a distanced correspondent, is removed from the action). As Harvey had done in the late 1570s, Spenser is thought to have come into contact with Sidney when he worked for the Earl of Leicester, and he writes of his busy employment with the man he calls ‘my Lorde’, signing the letter from ‘Leycester House’ (1580, p. 61). He presents his associations with the nobility as something of which his reader, Harvey, desires to hear, and this naturally both entices his public reader and boosts his own status by association.11 Spenser reports on the actions of a literary coterie whose members read and discuss each other’s works; he recounts to Harvey, for example, that he ‘will hardly beleeue what greate good liking and estimation Maister Dyer had of’ Harvey’s Satyricall Verses (1580, p. 7).12 Harvey’s own injunctions likewise represent intimate literary practice; on separate occasions he specifies ‘this Letter may only be shewed to the two odde Gentlemen you wot of’ (1580, p. 30). This atmosphere is congruent with the Welwiller’s depiction of private social interconnectedness and authorial secrecy. Yet Spenser also reflects on the tensions of his qualified ‘familiarity’ with the Sidney circle; his lower social status and his position as an employee debar him from being truly of it. He gives the example of Stephen Gosson, who ‘was for hys labor scorned’ (1580, p. 54) when he dedicated The Schoole of Abuse (1579) to Sidney without prior permission. Having earlier dedicated The Shepheardes Calender to the same man, Spenser worries about the reception of his own works by his high-ranking dedicatees, concerned about ‘ouer-much cloying their noble eares’ (1580, p. 53). He might be rubbing shoulders with the nobility, but any advance Spenser or his works can gain by association depends on their approval and their power.13

Spenser evidently engages a double strategy of self-presentation that positions him between the public print marketplace and the charmed private space of the aristocratic Sidney–Leicester household. Aside from their rather starstruck gaze outwards, Spenser and Harvey between themselves create an affirming, if competitive, space of literary creation and reflection. In much of the correspondence they are exchanging, reading, and commenting on each other’s works, but they publicise these acts of exchange and therefore reframe the idea of the coterie for print. Gascoigne negotiated between manuscript and print by first showing the coterie fracturing (in A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres) and then including the figure of the printer in it (in The Posies). Spenser and Harvey’s printed literary correspondence performs coterie exchange publicly. In both of these instances, the idea of the coterie’s reformation is a trope that assists the text’s consideration of printed literary production. Spenser has a foot in both worlds, mediating between old and new textual cultures at the same time as he quite instrumentally manipulates them in order to forward himself. The key textual strategies in this are those of the typographic imaginary: the fictionalisation of the text’s route into print, the trope of the print editor, the description of a publishing strategy, and the juxtaposition of the print marketplace with a manuscript coterie (or two). The ways that the Spenser–Harvey letters do this are striking in their similarity to Gascoigne. His fiction of illicit publication and compromised anonymity, his preview of future publications, and his mediation between textual cultures using the coterie trope mark out A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres as a direct precedent for the Letters more precisely than we have hitherto understood. As the Letters themselves demonstrate, paralleling Gascoigne, Spenser was a courtier-poet; the blend of courtiership and publishing has been described as crucial to his development at this stage of his life (Quitslund 1996, p. 82). Like Gascoigne, Spenser engages the typographic imaginary to position himself publicly as a printed author and to demonstrate his skill and potential to his audience. In both The Shepheardes Calender and the Letters, then, Spenser uses techniques typical of the typographic imaginary. He has a demonstrable relationship to other texts that adopt it. His early-career writings show that close and systematic imaginative engagement with print is a vehicle for Spenser’s self-promotion that is foundational to his public presentation. This perspective is complicated dramatically by the qualities of Errour in The Faerie Queene and the echoes of those qualities in ‘The Teares of the Muses’.

Monstrous typographic fertility in The Faerie Queene

In the most recent assessment of Spenser’s relation to the book marketplace, Andrew Zurcher writes, ‘rarely does Spenser mingle his poetic diction with the language of the printing trade, save perhaps in the regular disdain with which he pictures in The Faerie Queene not the printing press but the “preace” of common people’ (2017, p. 54). It is true that in the depictions of the rabble versus the cultivated elite that Zurcher highlights, Spenser punningly links the press and the low multitude. In Book II ‘preace’ and ‘preaced’ feature three times (1590, II.vii.44–8) in the description of the uproarious ‘route’ (1590, II.vii.44) thronging around Philotime’s throne during Guyon’s temptation by Mammon. This contentious mob seeks to grasp Philotime’s chain of ambition and achieve worldly glory. The implication is that the press represents the means by which those of lower estate can snatch renown from the elite. This could be read as a reactionary version of the intuitions of William Caxton, Richard Tottel, and Gascoigne. There is, though, an earlier, more striking, and more unsettling figuration of the print trade in The Faerie Queene which has broader significance for our understanding of Spenser and his relation to his printed works: he depicts the monster Errour as a horrific and unmistakably threatening printing press. Spenser’s characterisation draws on the technical vocabulary of the press and the discourse surrounding print in his culture. Critics have been slower to notice print’s presence within The Faerie Queene than they have to notice it within the Calender. Douglas A. Brooks highlights Spenser’s exploration of the ‘traumatic’ introduction of print (2006, p. 173), and Lawrence Rhu likewise finds that Errour bears an ‘unsettling affinity’ (1990, p. 101) to the press.14 The portrait of Errour is a startling moment given the enthusiasm for print apparent in Spenser’s earlier work, but it is not an isolated one because the typographic depiction of Errour resurfaces in ‘The Teares of the Muses’. These instances form a complex, and at times contradictory, statement about textual production. They register anxieties about the overwhelming and prolific output of the press and fears about consequent cultural decline. Simultaneously, the destruction of Errour enables Spenser to state the value of his own work.

Errour is the first opponent of Book I’s hero, the Knight of Holiness, and their encounter is the first chivalric test of the romance. Whilst the feisty and eager Redcrosse, ‘full of fire and greedy hardiment’ (1590, I.i.14), may not be prepared for his confrontation with Errour, the reader will be if she or he heeds the words of Redcrosse’s companion, Una. When Una perceives the threat of the hidden monster she warns, ‘this is the wandring wood, this Errours den, / A monster vile, whom God and man does hate’ (1590, I.i.13). Her warning is directed towards not only Redcrosse but towards the reader, as those who have seen Spenser’s explicatory ‘Letter to Raleigh’ will recognise. In the 1590 version of the poem, this letter appears at the end of Book III, and in it Spenser makes a key connection between the poem’s internal and external readers. As is well known, he writes that the ‘generall end therefore of all the booke is to fashion a gentleman or noble person in vertuous and gentle discipline’ (1590, p. 591). The reader’s own virtues are to be fashioned as she or he follows the characters’ adventures and tests. The wanderings of Redcrosse and Una mirror those of the reader as the latter embarks on the allegorical adventure of the text, but this is not an easy path. Spenser writes that Redcrosse and Una ‘cannot finde that path, which first was showne, / But wander too and fro in waies vnknowne, / […] That makes the doubt, their wits be not their owne’ (1590, I.i.10). In their wandering as they seek the correct path, Redcrosse, Una, and the reader are prone to fall victim to Errour. Here at the beginning, the reader is ignorant of the poem’s as yet unknown ways and means, as Redcrosse is ignorant of his pending bout with the monster. Una’s warning is powerless to fend off the threat, but her vocabulary sets up an important interpretive connection. Her statement, ‘therefore I read beware’ (1590, I.i.13), is both counsel to Redcrosse and deduction gained by reading the signs of the locale. ‘Read’ is a verb well used by Spenser which here invokes the medieval senses of ‘read’ as ‘advise’ and ‘to read a text’. Its appearance helps to frame the imminent struggle with Errour as a hazard of the reader’s encounter with the text.

The monster is first seen through the eyes of Redcrosse when he approaches her cave and looks into the ‘darksom hole’ (1590, I.i.14). In the gloomy light he can see that she is half serpent and half woman. A thousand of her ugly offspring are ‘Sucking vpon her poisnous dugs’ (1590, I.i.1–5). Errour rushes out of the cave and Redcrosse attacks her, wounding her shoulder before strangling her; she then vomits and Redcrosse quails. Seeing this, she pours ‘forth out of her hellish sinke / Her fruitfull cursed spawne of serpents small’ (1590, I.i.22). Redcrosse rallies and eventually decapitates her. The offspring then greedily devour ‘their dying mothers bloud’ (1590, I.i.25), and then they burst, having completely gorged themselves. With its images of breeding, slime, filth, vomit, deformity, and female reproductivity, this shocking series of events has been read as a gynophobic fantasy, and it is true that Errour’s fecund but horrifying sexuality is key to the passage’s grotesquerie.15 There are also several pointed allusions to the components and symbolism of the printing press.

Spenser’s description quickly establishes a sense of Errour’s physical bulk. Redcrosse sees her ‘huge long taile’ (1590, I.i.14) that overspreads the entire cave and this image is repeated and emphasised by the sight of her ‘huge / […] endlesse traine’ (1590, I.i.18). The ‘traine’ is a word for the carriage of the press (OED, s.v. ‘train’, n.2). Its movement is potentially ‘endless’ in that it moves repeatedly in and out under the large metal platen by which the pressing motion of the machine is effected. The coils, or upwardly winding ‘boughtes’, in Errour’s tail resemble the early presses that had a corkscrew design similar to wine presses (Delli Carpini 1995, p. 116).16 The tail is ‘pointed’ on the end with a ‘mortall sting’. ‘Points’, as Joseph Moxon explains in Mechanick Exercises: Or, the Doctrine of Handy-Works Applied to the Art of Printing, signify both typographic marks, such as punctuation, and the pins by which paper is attached to the press to keep it in place (1683, pp. 71–2). When Redcrosse first goes on the attack, Errour responds with ‘enrag’d’ bellows: ‘she loudly gan to bray’ (1590, I.i.17). ‘Bray’ is the verb that describes the process of tempering printer’s ink to make it ready for use (OED, s.v. ‘bray’, v.2, 2.b), and moments later Errour becomes strongly associated with the imagery of ink. Upon being strangled, she vomits ‘a floud of poyson horrible and blacke’ (1590, I.i.20) which is followed by a second oral outpouring of ‘deformed monsters, fowle, and blacke as incke’ (1590, I.i.22). Then, when she is finally beheaded, ‘a streame of cole black blood forth gushed from her corse’ (1590, I.i.24). Although ink was still used in manuscript production, and of a more liquid kind than the oily, lampblack-based, viscous concoction used in printing, the significant amount of surrounding typographic terminology makes it possible to read Errour’s ink as that of the printer. By employing this terminology, Spenser actively links his serpentine horror to the processes of creating printed books.

It is not surprising, then, that the flood of inky black poison contains ‘bookes and papers’ (1590, I.i.20). Nor, given the violence and horror of the encounter and of Errour’s physicality, is it surprising that those objects are accompanied by and implicitly likened to ‘great lumps of flesh and gobbets raw’ (1590, I.i.20). These abject items are the products of the ‘vgly monster plaine’ whose body is ‘half like a serpent’ and half ‘womans shape’ (1590, I.i.14). Part woman, part serpent, explicitly ‘beastly’ (1590, I.i.18), and with body parts composed of pieces of technology, Errour exudes a monstrous hybridity. This is likewise a characteristic of the press; it is a bulky machine, the physical structure and associated tools of which include wooden and metal items with names such as ‘head-sticks’, ‘cheeks’, and ‘paws’ (Plantin 1964, pp. 65–7). The terminology of printing mixes the inanimate with the human and with the animal. Furthermore, the books that Errour produces are akin to ‘raw’ chunks of flesh and gore. Both prolific and appalling, they evoke the terms that were applied to the dreadful inaccuracies of unprofessional print workers; one 1608 compositor’s manual describes the ‘monstrous and prodigious’ (Hornschuch 1972, p. 29) printed words that such shoddy workers produce. Joseph Campana argues that Errour ‘contradicts mechanical denaturalization, for it is not metal that takes over but flesh in its elemental forms’ (2012, p. 91). The point is that she is neither machine nor flesh but a horrifying splicing of the two that represents both the press and its products. This reading of Errour also troubles Sarah Wall-Randall’s observation that the volumes of Book I are not the ‘self-consciously contemporary artefact of print culture’ (2013, p. 29) but magic books of wonder. Her thesis rests on a dichotomy between material books and magic books. The typographic reading of Errour manifestly contradicts this approach to Book I and Wall-Randall’s thesis more widely. Errour signifies the printed book and its production processes at the same time as her generic significance, as I discuss below, indicates the distracting magic of the romance text.

As with Spenser’s imputation of Errour’s monstrous hybridity, other connections that he establishes between her and the printing press are connotative rather than deriving from his direct use of the technical phrases. This is the case with the monster’s productivity, which is rendered in sexual terms when Spenser refers to the ‘hellish sinke’ from which her ‘fruitfull cursed spawne’ (1590, I.i.24) pour forth and to ‘her body full of filthie sin’ (1590, I.i.22). This replicates the actual and figurative productivity of the printing context. As Chapter 1 records, the individual pieces of movable type were created by conjoining a steel rod, called a ‘punch’, and a malleable copper mould, or ‘matrix’. The punch and the mould are gendered and sexualised, the former being a hard, phallic rod which is struck into the copper to make the ‘matrix’, or womb, from which the pieces of type will be generated. It is the striking motion of the steely punch (gendered masculine) into the soft copper (gendered feminine) that creates the conditions for the birth of the types. The individual metallic pieces are the numerous identical children spawned from the conjunction of the punch and the matrix. In addition to the eroticised symbolism of type-founding, there was a powerful erotic charge pertaining to the machine itself, which is noted in Wendy Wall’s influential extrapolation of the connotations of ‘pressing’ (1993, pp. 219–20) as a sexual term. Errour grossly replicates this erotic charge.

In addition to her hybridity and fecundity, Spenser associates Errour with the satanic and the morbid. His adjective ‘hellish’ combines with his characterisation of Errour as a ‘feend’ (1590, I.i.22) to give her Satanic qualities; again, this is reminiscent of the metaphorics of the printing press. A myth of diabolic or magical creation adhered to the earliest printers, as I discussed in Chapter 1, and certain typographic terms, such as ‘hell-matter’ and ‘hell-box’, later assume this satanic quality. Ink spreads easily and was liable to mark its users, such as the printer’s ‘devil’ that Moxon describes, with a dirty blackness; they would ‘commonly black and Dawb themselves’ (1683, p. 373). Building on its satanic aura, the press machine also has distinctly morbid qualities. The part of the machine in which the type sits is termed a ‘coffin’, and black ink is strongly iconic of death and decay. When Spenser’s reader learns that Errour’s cave ‘is no place for liuing men’ (1590, I.i.13) and hears of her ‘mortall sting’ (1590, I.i.15), she or he becomes aware of Errour’s morbid attributes. The symbolism associated with the Errour scene registers throughout a multilayered metaphorics with which the printing house is closely connected – simultaneously hybrid, sexualised, monstrous, satanic, and morbid.

Alongside these descriptors of the context Spenser participates in contemporary discourse about the press and its outcomes. The dominant characteristic of Errour’s output is its proliferating multiplicity. The reader first learns of her ‘thousand young ones’ (1590, I.i.15) then moments later that they have multiplied tenfold and become ‘ten thousand kindes of creatures’ (1590, I.i.21). The poem compounds the impression of extreme quantity with the sheer excess of the ‘floud of poyson’ that she vomits up, complete with its ‘bookes and papers’ (1590, I.i.20). The voluminous flood is itself emphasised by being compared to the flooding of the Nile in which ‘fattie waues doe fertile slime outwell, / And ouerflow each plaine and lowly dale’ (1590, I.i.21). Overwhelming, massive, and liquid in nature, the vast quantity of Errour’s black bibliographic flood links it to the multiplying powers of the press and the gallons of ink that it expends. Spenser connects here with a feature of his wider culture, specifically the ‘increasing anxiety aroused by the astonishing multiplicity of books’ (Eisenstein 2011, pp. 88–9). One of the causes of this anxiety, in its first articulations, was the earliest printers’ habit of ‘relentlessly’ recycling ‘old texts to keep up with the demand for printed books’; this led to complaints that ‘printing would flood the markets with inaccurate, outdated information’ (West 2006, p. 253). More texts were created specifically for the press by the time Spenser was active, including his own Shepheardes Calender and Letters, but commentators further feared that with such an array of options, quality would decline. Thomas Nashe, for instance, has his Pierce Penilesse complain that


euery grosse braind Idiot is suffered to come into print, who if hee set foorth a Pamphlet of the praise of Pudding-pricks, or write a Treatise Tom Thumme, or the exployts of Vntrusse; it is bought vp thicke and threefold, when better things lie dead.

(1592, sig.Av–A2r).



Pierce is railing against the fact that anyone, no matter how idiotic they are nor how trivial their work is, can get that work printed, to be rapidly purchased whilst ‘better things’ are ignored. With similar language, Hieronymous Hornschuch rhapsodises in his compositor’s manual that as a result of printing’s invention, ‘such a great flood of books on all subjects has been poured out to us, that there will never in future be any work that is out of the reach of even the most needy’ (1972, pp. 4–5). Even those writers who sing the praises of typography highlight multiplicity as a threat and describe it via imagery that stresses great quantity. This is one strain of the contemporary discourse in which Spenser locates his image of the press. It is a marked change from the valedictory rhetoric that Caxton uses in 1480, when he writes that printed books can be ‘had grete chepe and in grete nombre’ (1480, sig.Y1v).

A further contemporary trope on which Spenser relies is that of the text as offspring. The poem presents Errour as a monstrous parent whose children are both texts and the readers that consume them. The image of the author as father to a textual child (be it printed or handwritten) is commonplace in early modern literature and especially appears in paratextual addresses that refer to the text’s circulation in the world. Spenser, writing as Immeritô, employs it in The Shepheardes Calender envoy when he writes, ‘Goe little booke: thy selfe present, / As child whose parent is vnkent’ (1579, ll.1–2). These lines suggest the poet’s care over his work thus far and anxiety about its future reception. A moment later, this is made explicit when Spenser writes, ‘And when thou art past ieopardee, / Come tell me, what was sayd of mee’ (1579, ll.16–7). Rather than directly revealing anxiety about appearing in print, the poet loads it onto the textual child for whom he can legitimately express concern. It is less common for the press itself to be depicted as a parent. Errour’s multiple offspring, however, are a key part of her characterisation. Having earlier shown her ‘yong ones’ (1590, I.i.15), Spenser compares Errour’s plentiful vomit to the flooding of the Nile, describing the ‘ten thousand kindes of creatures’ that ‘old father Nilus’ (1590, I.i.21) produces. ‘Kindes’ here not only refers to the many sorts of creatures that breed in the mud of the river but also refers to literary genres, suggesting the varied books and papers that the press creates. The reader then learns that all these horrors are capable of being read: ‘Such vgly monstrous shapes elsewher may no man reed’ (1590, I.i.21). Errour is the mother of these readable objects, but her femininity is warped by the fact that her vomitous fertility is compared to the generative capacity of ‘father Nilus’. Like the tools of type founding and the action of the press machine, she figuratively contains both masculine and feminine sexual and reproductive potency. The ‘monstrous’ children of this monstrous mother later ‘deuoure their dam’ (1590, I.i.26). They then transmute into miniature pregnancies of horror when they satisfy their bloodlust on her corpse: ‘Hauing all satisfide their bloudy thurst, / Their bellies swolne he saw with fulnesse burst, / And bowels gushing forth’ (1590, I.i.26). Not only is Errour’s parenthood perverse, but it is also replicated in her incestuous offspring. Spenser here presents a grotesque version of contemporary discourse about authorship as parenthood, in which not the poet but the press becomes the parent.17 In The Faerie Queene, when rendered in typographic terms, parenthood becomes perversity.

The children of Errour are not only printed texts. Along with the ‘bookes and papers’, Errour’s textual ‘parbreake’ contains its own, not merely blind, but eyeless, readers, the ‘loathly frogs and toades, which eyes did lacke’ (1590, I.i.20). Their visionless state of sensorial deprivation is made more debilitating by their creeping gait and the contrast with the strength of the episode’s olfactory imagery, which is, in turn, renewed when Redcrosse is ‘welnigh choked with the deadly stinke’ (1590, I.i.22). At the level of narrative, the knight must defeat the monster in order for his quest and self-development to progress. In the religious allegory, the Christian must defeat erroneous tendencies on the path to salvation, including erroneous, or blind, readings of holy texts and the distractions of religious controversy.18 By including the reader in Errour’s family, Spenser makes the link that William N. West perceives: ‘print implicated […] readers in its depravity, since by picking up and passing on a book that they had not themselves vetted, readers participated in its spread of misinformation’ (2006, p. 254). Yet the need for the reader to defeat Errour is complicated by the first narrative line of the poem which, with the famous words ‘a Gentle Knight was pricking on the plaine’ (1590, I.i.1), likens Redcrosse to the writing poet because ‘pricking’ suggests both ‘spurring’ and ‘writing’. Redcrosse’s identity becomes richly diverse: he is at once hero, poet, and reader.19 Thus, when Spenser suggests that the printed book is part of what must be defeated by Redcrosse, he warns that not only the reader but the poet should be on guard against it. The earliest moments of Spenser’s poem problematise the status of the printed book and, correspondingly, that of its protagonist, reader, and writer. Print becomes an acutely negative force and a temptation from the straight and narrow.

A complication with interpreting Errour allegorically is that whatever she signifies is overcome only temporarily. Having killed her, Redcrosse later falls prey to Archimago, Duessa, and Orgoglio before finally achieving his quest of vanquishing the dragon and assuming his destiny as St George. Furthermore, the typographic reading of Errour presents the reader with the Gordian knot of trying to reconcile Spenser’s richly signifying imagery with his multilayered allegory and his authorial practice. The poet impels his readers to face this interpretive disjunction. As Andrew King observes, Spenser’s poetry is deliberately syncretic; he brings elements together but in a manner that shows up difference and contradiction rather than eliding them (2001, p. 22). However, the typographic understanding of Errour produces particularly jarring results for Spenser’s overall project. I consider the three most pertinent interpretations here: Errour images the reading and reception of printed romance; Errour is a parody of cultural anxieties about the proliferation of the press; Errour – rather than parodying – replicates cultural anxieties about the press.

Spenser’s typographic monster becomes generically relevant to the printed book of The Faerie Queene when we recall that to ‘err’, to stray or wander, is the etymological root of errant. Erring is an intrinsic part of the identity of a knight errant and of romance as a mode. The structurally complex episodes, byways, and interlaced plots of the poem – not to mention its surface of sensuousness and delight – have the potential to distract the reader from the moral purpose set out in Spenser’s reader’s guide, the ‘Letter to Ralegh’.20 It is certainly clear from the opening line of that letter that Spenser thought carefully about the reception of his text. As he presents to Raleigh ‘this booke […] which I haue entituled The Faery Queene, being a continued Allegory’, he writes that he knows ‘how doubtfully all Allegories may be construed’ (1590, p. 591). Spenser knew that allegories (or for that matter, texts in general) can go awry in reception. One implication of his layering of Errour with the printing press is that he is thinking specifically about the experience of reading printed romance and its reception. This positions her as an authorial warning to the reader not to be led astray by the book, precisely not to submit to its wandering wonder but rather to hold herself or himself aloof from the adventurous byways and take, instead, the moral high ground. Critics did see printed romance as emblematic of the misuse of print for pleasure rather than for moral edification but it was widely read nonetheless. We might here recall Robert Copland’s Castell of Pleasure dialogue which asserts that William Neville’s poem of ‘ladyes / and many a hardy kynght’ is free of ‘sensuall nycete’ even as it teases the reader with ‘amorous dyleccyon’ (Neville 1530, sig.a.iir). Printed romance was consequently also deemed guilty of increasing the reach of print because of its appeal to audiences of a lower social status than to the elites who customarily consumed chivalric writings (Humphrey Newcomb 2013, p. 9; 2011, p. 364). This is the flipside of Caxton’s suggestion, in the Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye, that print has progressive potential. The more defensive perspective on printed romance might explain the monster as an image of anticipated criticism of The Faerie Queene on generic and material grounds: Spenser seeks to kill off that criticism in order to clear the way for his morally inflected creative response to vernacular and continental romance traditions.21 Yet this interpretation, whilst logical, overlooks the portrait’s viscerality.

More than merely forestalling criticism, the excess and intensity of the Errour episode suggest that Spenser, again like Gascoigne in A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres, is parodying his culture’s anxieties about the press.22 Gascoigne’s approach, though, is witty and playful, entirely lacking the abjection figured by Spenser. As I have argued, Errour not only manifests the machine and its output, but she is also a focus for discourses about textual production. In aggregate these features of her characterisation describe the loathsomeness of printed matter and the abhorrence of voluminous creativity. Spenser renders these things grotesque to ridicule the alarmist views of printing’s detractors. This in turn would be a comfortable reading because it supports his practice as an author who elsewhere embraces print. But Errour is not a comfortable or amusing caricature: she is unsettling, and she is revolting. The press’s abhorrent reproductivity, its bizarre bulk, its blend of the human and the mechanical, its dirt, and its shocking alterity are the features on which Spenser dwells. This leads to the conclusion that Spenser is portraying in Errour a deep cultural discomfort with the idea of print and its prolific output. In this, he demonstrates himself to be aligned with the more reactionary quarters of his era’s discourse about print, despite the fact that he is also demonstrably in the avant-garde.

Resonant Errour in ‘The Teares of the Muses’

Errour comes back to haunt Spenser’s later poetry because ‘The Teares of the Muses’ is resonant of The Faerie Queene’s horrifying view of printing. Resonance, as a form of intertextuality, is a concept that Wai Chee Dimock develops to explain latent signifying potential. She writes that ‘the semantic fabric of the text’ is ‘alive with memory of probabilities, memory of alternatives, and memory of change’ and describes the ‘travelling frequencies of literary texts: frequently received and amplified across time’ (1997, pp. 1060–1). Resonance applies to moments when texts cause ‘unexpected vibrations in unexpected places’ (Dimock 1997, p. 1061) but do not seem to be directly invoked, such as the resonances of Geoffrey Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde that Judith Anderson (2014) finds in Spenser’s Amoretti. Resonance also helps to describe the way that the monster Errour is present in ‘The Teares of the Muses’. This dialogic poem is the second in Spenser’s volume Complaints, published by William Ponsonby in 1591, a notably anti-court book containing visionary poems and translations alongside complaints of ‘the Worlds Vanitie’, as the titlepage describes them.23 Ponsonby prefaces the collection with a letter that explicitly sets The Faerie Queene in the mind of the reader. Following the Letters’ use of The Shepheardes Calender, ‘The Printer to the Gentle Reader’ promotes the Complaints with direct reference to the success of Spenser’s epic. Ponsonby states that he has collected the current ‘smale Poemes of the same Authors’ after The Faerie Queene ‘hath found a fauourable passage amongst’ (1591, sig.A2r) its readership.24 The reader of ‘The Teares of the Muses’ is thus primed with the memory of The Faerie Queene to recognise Book I in Spenser’s imagery.

The poem is a lament, voiced by the nine Muses in procession, for the disregard of poetry and the arts in Spenser’s culture, the spread of ignorance, and the nobility’s neglect of its traditional patronage role.25 There remains very little commentary on ‘The Teares of the Muses’, but two useful discussions from the same year position it as a meditation on the possibilities of complaint as a mode. Mark Rasmussen finds a ‘series of self-critical perspectives on the paradoxes of poetic complaint, and especially on the paradoxes of […] the plaintive will: the urge to exert oneself upon the world through a process of lament’ (1999, p. 140). Richard Danson Brown (1999, pp. 133–68) argues that the poem, by displaying the Muses’ contrasting complaints within an intricate form, showcases Spenser’s transformation of complaint into a vehicle for the discussion of poetics. He furthermore suggests that Spenser exhibits anxiety about general cultural decline alongside a specific nervousness about the loss of ethical reading. One of the ways that Spenser creates the poem’s sense of cultural decline is intertextually; he allows Errour to resonate through it.

The language evokes Spenser’s grotesquely corrupt printing press at several points. ‘Monstrous error’ (1591, sig.F3r) and later ‘Blind Error’ (1591, sig.F4r) allegorically figure as the brood of ignorance, responsible for usurping the Muses and defacing ‘all that semed fayre’ (1591, sig.F3r). Other resonances of Errour are subtler. The work opens with a proem in which the speaker asks the Muses to pour forth their complaints. Within the proem he questions ‘what feend’ has stirred up spite against the Muses and ‘what thing on earth that all thing breeds, / Might be the cause of so impatient plight?’ (1591, sig.E3r). The idea of a thing that can breed ‘all’ things evokes Errour’s excessive reproductivity, as the ‘feend’ image evokes her Satanic qualities. Terpsichore, the Muse of dance, then echoes the idea of corrupt fertility when she describes the ‘fruitfull spawne’ of ‘Blind Error’ and the other agents, ‘Follie’ and ‘Spight’ (1591, sig.F4r), that have usurped her and her sisters. In the lament of Melpomene, the Muse of tragedy, the reader is brought to imagine the ‘wretched world, the den of wickednesse, / Deformed with filth and fowle iniquitie’ (1591, sig.E4v). This image of a filthy den of wickedness reworks the ‘durtie ground’ of Errour’s ‘den’ (1590, I.i.15), sited in a location that she will soon further defile with her ‘filthie parbreake’ (1590, I.i.20). The penultimate complaint, that of Urania the Muse of heavenly knowledge, evokes Errour’s forest environment, when Urania states of man ‘then wandreth he in error and in doubt / Vnweeting of the danger hee is in’ (1591, sig.G3r). This reworks the Wandering Wood, the location in which Redcrosse rashly strays, unaware of the monster and ignoring Una’s warning. Polyhymnia, the Muse of rhetoric, has the final complaint, and it is here that the resonances of Errour as a printing press are most suggestive. Polyhymnia laments the lack of skill in contemporary poetry. She maligns the ‘heapes of huge words vphoorded hideously, / With horrid sound though hauing little sence’ that unskilled poets create, concluding that such poets make ‘a monster of their fantasie’ (1591, sig.G4r). With alliterative heft, these lines allude to the quantity of the press’s output, and at this point, the monster of Spenser’s fantasy is very close to the surface of ‘The Teares of the Muses’.

Spenser allows this poem to recur on the provocative image he creates in The Faerie Queene, and it is apt that a complaint about the decline of literary culture should also register, obliquely, Book I’s concern about proliferating printed output. He voices that concern in ‘The Teares of the Muses’ by evoking his hideous mechanical monster, refracting her through images of the corrupt world, the spiteful and usurping forces within it, and a proliferating creativity that spreads pollution. The shades of Errour in ‘The Teares of the Muses’ retrospectively activate meanings that in fact clarify the place of monstrous typographic fertility in The Faerie Queene itself. With the later poem, Spenser implies that the printing press is both a cause and an effect of cultural decline. In this reading, by killing off Errour in the first challenge of the epic, Spenser, rather than lamenting the state of the arts, asserts the value of his own writing: his work kills cultural decline. This brings back into view the authorial strategies of his early works, in which he shares his sense of his own value (if at times timorously) through his self-presentation in print.

Conclusion

Errour is a discordant site in Spenser’s work, but she is not the only site at which he clearly negotiates cultural anxieties about the printing press. The opening of The Faerie Queene and ‘The Teares of the Muses’ should together prompt readers to reconsider the dominant critical narrative of him as an author who embraced the possibilities that print had to offer. This is not to deny his exceptionality but to register that in this, as in so many other intellectual currents, Spenser was immersed in the cultural energies of the world around him. Spenser engages the techniques of the typographic imaginary both to present himself to a reading public and to expose the idea of print as a threat. Key aspects of his self-fashioning align him with the typographic strategies of Gascoigne and associate him with the lineage of typographically literate authors in this study. For these writers, the typographic imaginary facilitated the detailed analysis of print’s imaginative potential and its potential for them as authors, but they also, Spenser particularly, articulated in their imaginative works its perceived dangers.

At the time that Spenser’s works were going through William Ponsonby’s premises at the Sign of the Bishop’s Head in St Paul’s Churchyard, a very different author was writing about print in and around the central London bookselling area: Thomas Nashe. A polemicist, pornographer, occasional playwright, and pen for hire, Nashe has recently been described by Steve Mentz as representative of a ‘new conception of late sixteenth-century English literature’ (2013, p. 2). With its ‘deeper sense of the embeddedness of the literary in material and cultural history’ (2013, p. 2), Mentz’s vision of the sixteenth century is clearly supported by the arguments that I have been making in this book. He offers ‘The Age of Nashe’ as a deliberately provocative revision of the model of the Elizabethan golden age represented by the triumvirate of William Shakespeare, Sir Philip Sidney, and, of course, Spenser. Yet we should not dichotomise these groupings or their ideas about literary production and its associated values; in combination, the foregoing chapter on Spenser and the following chapter on Nashe show that the typographic imaginary is a suture between them. The works of Spenser and Nashe share a conception of the printed book as abject bodily matter and a suspicion of the sources of its manufacture. In Nashe that suspicion is transferred from the machinery itself to the people of the book trade and its characteristic urban environment of St Paul’s Churchyard.


Notes

1For the canonical accounts of Spenser’s career see Helgerson (1983) and Cheney (1993); Oram (2017) is a recent overview.

2The identity of E.K. is much discussed but the current consensus is that he is a Spenserian creation, perhaps contrived in collaboration with Harvey; for detailed discussion see Schleiner (1990).

3For detailed discussion of how the gloss does this see two important accounts of early modern glossing, for both of which The Shepheardes Calender is central: Slights (2001, pp. 46–52) and Tribble (1993, pp. 72–87).

4Cf. Wallace for the argument that the practices of commentary would become integral to the rhetorical texture of Spenser’s later works (2007, p. 155).

5See also McCabe (2000, pp. 37–8) and Galbraith (2008), both of whom identify the vernacular significance of the work’s black letter, or ‘English’, type.

6See also comments by Galbraith (2006, chapter 3) and Bland (1998, pp. 110–1) on The Faerie Queene’s typography.

7On the relationship between the layered significance of early modern familiarity and the Spenser–Harvey correspondence see Goldberg (1989) and McCabe (2007).

8For Mary Ellen Lamb (2017, p. 257) they were also promoting humanism itself. On Harvey see Jardine and Grafton (1990), Pincombe (2001), and Richards (2008 and 2009).

9For detail on Spenser and Harvey’s views on quantitative meter and their disagreements about it see Campana (2010, pp. 185–7) and Elsky (2013).

10Spenser’s relationship with Sidney is another favourite Spenserian topic; for a recent assessment see Lamb (2017).

11On the relative status of Spenser and Harvey, and the damaging results for the latter of the Letters’ publication, see McCabe (2007, pp. 60–1) and Campana (2010).

12Cf. Hadfield (2012, p. 107) whose view is that Spenser here is showing his former teacher, Harvey, that the pupil is now in charge.

13On Spenser and patronage, see Owens (2002) and McCabe (2017).

14They have, however, paid sustained attention to the paratextual strategies; see Erickson (2005). Cf. Delli Carpini (1995) and also Summit’s complementary reading of Spenser’s libraries (2007, pp. 101–35). The Errour episode is extensively analysed and the following notes provide only the references most pertinent to this discussion.

15See Remien (2013, pp. 134–6). Persuasive recent readings by both Remien and Goth (2015, p. 235) rewrite her reproductivity as chaotic creative potential. For extensive discussion of her teratological significance see Goth (2015, especially pp. 86–91).

16Cf. Goth who notes that they are also technical terms from the labyrinth (2015, p. 227).

17For a discussion of Errour’s ‘grotesque maternity’ and her offspring as words rather than books, see MacFaul (2010, p. 105). Cf. Geil (2013) on monstrous birth as textual reproduction in Nashe.

18The typographic reading of Errour combines with the historical and theological aspects of her characterisation. Cf. King (1990), Delli Carpini (1995, pp. 112–27), Eisenstein (2011, pp. 34–52), and Van der Laan (2015).

19Cf. Lees-Jeffries (2003), who sees Redcrosse as a bad reader.

20For a reading of Errour as an ‘apocalyptic bookmobile’ that directly links ethical and generic erring, see Rhu (1990, p. 105); cf. Knapp (1987, p. 807) and Goth (2015, p. 229).

21See Kinney (2017) for Spenser’s rehabilitation of romance as a mode.

22Other readers have detected a parodic element in Errour; see Lees-Jeffries (2003, p. 153) and Gregerson (2007, p. 197).

23The book is a bibliographic oddity containing several internal title pages and dedications to several figures, mostly women; see Brown (1999, pp. 2–7) and Owens (2002, p. 34).

24Ponsonby’s letter and the bibliographic complications of the volume have led to much speculation about the extent of Spenser’s involvement in its publishing and design. The consensus is that he was at least complicit in it but for a rebuttal of that view see Brink (1991).

25On Spenser’s approach to patronage in the poem see Ullyot (2012).
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7 St Paul’s Churchyard and the meanings of print

Pierce Penilesse His Supplication to the Diuell

The often bizarre narratives of sixteenth-century prose fiction repeatedly highlight their interest in the relationships between textual forms, in the process of constructing texts, and in the materials of writing. I demonstrated the beginnings of this in Chapter 4 on William Baldwin’s Beware the Cat. Thomas Nashe is an author for whom metatextuality is especially pressing. In the dedication of The Vnfortunate Traueller he describes the text as mere ‘papers’ and states that his friends have encouraged him ‘to employ’ his ‘dul pen in this kinde’ (1594, sig.A2r) of writing. He then envisions books turning to ‘wast paper’ and presents his own as a ‘handfull of leaues’ (1594, sig.A2v). Nashe’s works are riddled with textualising imagery and self-consciousness about their status as printed matter, but, as the words ‘wast’, ‘dul’, and ‘handfull’ imply, they are frequently ambivalent about printing. This is evident from an early stage in Pierce Penilesse His Supplication to the Diuell. In the opening ‘Priuate Epistle of the Author to the Printer’ Nashe makes a statement that, for an author whose reputation rests primarily on his printed works, is a startling one: ‘I am growne at length to see into the vanity of the world more than euer I did, and now I condemne my selfe for nothing so much, as playing the dolt in Print. Outvpon it, it is odious […]’ (1592b, sig.¶r). Print is symptomatic of the vain world, and Nashe blames himself for his foolish performance in the medium. Yet his exasperation has not prevented him from writing another book or from publicly performing his authorial statements in a supposedly private letter which he has chosen to print.1 As Maria Prendergast recognises, writing of Nashe’s controversial pamphlet exchange with Gabriel Harvey, Nashe displays a ‘willingness to wallow in print’s […] pleasures, even as he claims to abhor participating in print culture’ (2005, p. 189).

Like Baldwin, Nashe engages the typographic imaginary in Pierce Penilesse in a way that exploits the semiotics of printing to undermine the world they represent. He can be clearly situated within the group of authors who engage the typographic imaginary, and in this sense he writes within its tradition. The authors I have discussed often lace threads of other topics through their discussions of the print milieu, and this is what gives print as a theme its portmanteau quality. Robert Copland, for instance, reflects on the pleasure and profit conundrum of morally suspect romance writing by debating whether or not William Neville’s book, with its potentially suggestive content, should make it through the press. When Nashe turns to discuss other areas he adopts a more particular and more idiosyncratic method. Instead of animating his typographic scenes with other discursive currents, he redeploys specific tropes from the typographic imaginary but directs them out towards the wider world of external referents. This tendency emerges from the diffuse picture of the London printing community that he creates in Pierce Penilesse. His portrait, however, is highly unfavourable. Intermixed with its other satirical anecdotes and characterisations, Nashe’s rambling prose account describes a mosaic of the print marketplace, its characteristic authors and other workers, and its geographic locale. Shady figures leading troubled existences haunt the emblematic locale of the print marketplace, St Paul’s Cathedral and its environs. He also infuses his prose with technical terms from printing and employs material imagery to describe printed texts. Nashe conceptualises printed matter as neither glorified nor illuminating literature but as abject waste that has the potential to detach words from meaning. Yet his intensely material depiction of printed matter has the opposite effect to Edmund Spenser’s: although it at first appears to be a negative quality it in fact indicates great meaning-making potentialities. The typographic imaginary’s existing tropes are recognisable in Nashe’s text, but he also extends them beyond themselves by using them as the signifiers of other things. In this final chapter, I firstly argue that Nashe creates a wholly negative depiction of the print trade and its products, noticeably through the intense materiality of his imagery. Secondly, I show that this negative portrayal gives way to the realisation that printed matter has extensive signifying potential beyond what the words mean. Finally, I argue that for Nashe the typographic imaginary has an authority with the potential to speak more widely about the culture within which it operates but this creates a paradoxical effect. He suggests that printed matter can generate post-textual meaning, but, simultaneously, his writing implies that typographic symbolism has a signifying fluidity that mirrors the material qualities of movable type.

My argument has affinities with other perspectives on Nashe that realise his work’s preoccupation with typographic and textual concerns. Steve Mentz sums up a large tranche of discussion when he states Nashe ‘arrived in London in 1588 to make a name and place for himself in the literary scene, and that literary scene is what […] his fiction appears fundamentally about’ (2006, p. 186).2 Nashe belongs in this discussion because of his exploration of the literary scene but, whilst he is exceptional in many ways, his writing about that scene is directly related to the techniques of the typographic imaginary and the other authors that engage them. I seek, then, to recontextualise Nashe alongside the other authors who use the typographic imaginary rather than make an argument about him that is new. Nonetheless, this chapter makes a highly significant point for this study as a whole: similar typographic symbolism is used by different authors to widely varying effect. Where Spenser evokes the horror of Errour’s textual vomit, Nashe not only registers the impressive materiality of printed products but also releases their potential.

Pierce Penilesse was, in Nashe’s own time, his most successful text (Mentz 2006, p. 186). It was reprinted four times between 1592 and 1595 and brought him widespread recognition as a writer. At its core is a digressive, episodic, plotless discourse loosely structured around the topos of the seven deadly sins and including a defence of poetry and a defence of plays. The discourse takes the form of several complaints illustrated with examples from contemporary urban life. Alongside allegorical renderings of Pride, Gluttony, and Sloth, appear satirical figures such as ‘Mistris Minx a Marchants wife’ (1592b, sig.B3v), as well as particular historical figures including Philip of Spain and the actor Ned Allen. Pierce, the narrator, is a didactic persona, but his moralising is tempered with irreverence, critique, and full-blown excoriation of those that he deems to be the bane of his society (Crewe 1982, p. 54). Whilst Pierce’s name most obviously evokes the idea of ‘purse penniless’, it also alludes to the Piers figures of radical mid-sixteenth-century religious writing and through them to William Langland’s fourteenth-century The Vision of Pierce Plowman. As Jane Griffiths explains, Nashe employs this connection with the righteous rustic to intensify his satirical point. Griffiths writes,


the fact that it is a Piers, of all people, who finds himself compelled to write a supplication to the devil re-emphasizes Nashe’s point about the parlous state of society; the implication is that the character Piers can no longer be used as a figure of virtue because society has become such that his virtue has no place.

(2015, p. 198)



Pierce’s background and the text’s central conceit are explained at the outset in a first-person framing scenario. Like Baldwin’s Streamer, Nashe’s Pierce is an impecunious scholar and writer who closely resembles his creator. Where Streamer has his works recognised and appears able to rely on the goodwill of his connections in the book trade, Pierce’s situation is rather different; he is so desperate for cash that he must sell his skills to the devil. His self-portrait opens with reflections on his fruitless life so far, and his failed efforts to become prosperous:


hauing tired my youth with follie, and surfetted my minde with vanitie, I began at length to looke backe to repentaunce, and addresse my endeuors to prosperitie: But all in vaine, I sate vp late, and rose eraely, contended with the colde, and conuersed with scarcitie: for all my labours turned to losse, my vulgar Muse was despised and neglected, my paines not regarded or slightly rewarded, and I my selfe (in prime of my best wit) laid open to pouertie.

(1592, sig.Ar)



Pierce’s ‘repentaunce’ for the follies and vanities of his youth notwithstanding, his only reward for his pains (early mornings, late nights, cold, and want) is neglect and disregard. Forced to operate in a world in which ‘many base men’, lacking his skills and qualities, ‘enioyed content at will, and had wealth at command’ (1592b, sig.Av), Pierce responds with violent rage: ‘I accused my fortune, raild on my patrones, bit my pen, rent my papers, and ragde in all points like a mad man’ (1592b, sig.Av).3 His solution is to seek patronage from Satan, and so he authors his satirical discourse, describing it as ‘a handsome Supplication to the Diuell […] this Paper-monster, Pierce Penilesse’ (1592b, sig.A2v–A3r). After searching out the devil amongst the lawyers and merchants of the city, Pierce finally encounters the devil’s courier, ‘a Knight of the Post’ (1592b, sig.A4r). The core of Pierce Penilesse comprises the Knight of the Post’s reading of Pierce’s written text, which is extensively glossed in the margins. Then follows the Knight’s own oration, containing a beast fable and an account of the devil’s kingdom.

Modern approaches to Pierce Penilesse begin with Ronald McKerrow’s dismissal of its ‘utter want of unity’ and ‘scarcely relevant satire’ (1904, Vol. V, p. 18), a condemnation that subsequent critics have attempted to mitigate through analyses of its rhetorical structure (Hibbard 1962) and Nashe’s authorial self-display (Brown 2009). My argument here is indebted to the several recent readings that point out the importance of print conventions and expectations to this text. Alexandra Halasz notices Nashe’s typographic vocabulary and argues that he meshes this with ‘the vocabulary of rhetoric’ in order to trace ‘the process by which the orator-in-print’s copia becomes the Stationer’s Copy/copies’ (2006, pp. 96–7). Halasz’s influential argument more widely describes Nashe’s concern to ‘establish the position of an orator in relation to the marketplace of print’, notwithstanding the fact that he presents the marketplace as a degraded zone (2006, pp. 96, 107). Both Lorna Hutson (1989, p. 176) and Andrew Zurcher (2005) note that Nashe parodies reading and publishing conventions, Zurcher arguing that one of Nashe’s ‘primary aims’ is to satirise the 1590 Faerie Queene as a ‘publishing event’ (2005, p. 180).4 Griffiths offers the most suggestive position for my purposes. In her study of glossing practices, she demonstrates that by 1592 the printed marginal gloss was a form with an established identity as a print convention; users of the gloss could consequently choose to abide by or depart from ‘print decorum’ (2015, p. 175). Nashe does the latter, and as a result his ‘glossing practices depend on his readers’ recognition of the way they subvert expectations’ (2015, p. 203). Griffiths highlights that Nashe’s text generates meaning by departing from established ways of doing things in print. Most significantly, his text functions by relying on, and manipulating his readers’ knowledge of, those conventions. The techniques of the typographic imaginary are, by 1592, also well established, and when Nashe starts using them to talk about other areas of his culture he is able to rely on certain readers’ recognition of their significance.

The typographic imaginary in Pierce Penilesse is one particular aspect of the wider environment of the text, just as the denizens of St Paul’s were one group amongst the wider populace of Nashe’s contemporary London.5 Aspects of the book trade are interspersed with Nashe’s other social caricatures. Similarly, his engagement of the typographic imaginary’s characteristically material imagery is intermingled with a wide array of other literary tools, such as his pervasive intertextuality, the seven deadly sins topos, and the varied allegorical personae that instantiate it.6 Despite this dispersal, there are several key moments of Pierce Penilesse in which the typographic imaginary operates and which construct Nashe’s mosaic of the London book world. Some of these moments derive from the text’s framing material; these include the opening letter, ‘A priuate Epistle of the Author to the Printer’, and Pierce’s preface which sets out his impecunious circumstances. There are also three important sections in the discourse itself: the portrait of a character within the description of greed called ‘Dame Niggardize’ (1592b, sig.Br), Nashe’s attack on Richard Harvey (brother of Spenser’s collaborator Gabriel), which is contained within ‘The complaint of Wrath’ (1592b, sig.Dr), and finally, a section of ‘The complaint of Sloth’ (1592b, sig.Fv) in which the figure of the lazy printer comes to emblematise the sixth sin of idleness. In these sites Nashe exhibits elements of the book trade, deploys material imagery, and uses vocabulary about textual production and disposal. As within the typographic imaginary generally, these are ways of talking about printing in itself. His idiosyncrasy is that he conspicuously also takes the typographic imaginary a stage further than his contemporaries and predecessors by turning its particular tropes into vehicles for other tenors. In Pierce Penilesse, tropes derived from typography are used to signify beyond themselves, as when the lazy printer symbolises sloth. This suggests that, for Nashe, elements of the typographic imaginary are so well established that they are able to be coherently employed as signifiers of wider cultural referents. It also underlines the position that I argued in the chapters on Baldwin, George Gascoigne, and Edmund Spenser: over the course of the sixteenth century, the typical scenes and tropes of the typographic imaginary are increasingly available as sources of figurative authority.

Nashe’s mosaic of the print trade

When Mentz writes that ‘Nashe lived inside the bustling world of St Paul’s in its Elizabethan boom’ (2006, p. 186), he conjures a vivid image of the place that Nashe evokes in Pierce Penilesse. It is not just bustling, however, but also untrustworthy, plague-ridden, and beset by decidedly shady characters. Like Baldwin’s more intimate locale at John Day’s printing house, Nashe’s emblematic version of St Paul’s also alludes to his own circumstances and experiences in the printing trade. As well as writing for print, Nashe lodged with and worked for the printer John Danter (Nicholl 2004). His characterisation of the trade and its most recognisable locale begins in the second edition’s opening epistle, the full title of which is ‘A priuate Epistle of the Author to the Printer. Wherein his full meaning and purpose (in publishing this Booke) is set foorth’ (1592b, sig.¶r). In the letter, Nashe describes the circumstances of the book’s current publication. He writes in the opening paragraphs,


Faith I am verie sorrie (Sir) I am thus vnawares betrayed to infamie. You write to me my book is hasting to the second impression: […] you knowe very wel that it was abroad a fortnight ere I knewe of it, and vncorrected and vnfinished, it hath offred it selfe to the open scorne of the world. Had you not beene so forward in the republishing of it, you shold haue had certayne Epistles to Orators and Poets, to insert to the later end; […] These were prepared for Pierce Penilesse first setting foorth, had not the feare of infection detained mee with my Lord in the Countrey.

(1592b, sig.¶r)



If these remarks are taken at face value, Nashe is presenting himself as the perfect pattern of the reticent author ‘betrayed to infamie’ by the premature publication of his unfinished, and imperfect, book by an over-eager and duplicitous printer. The book is ‘hasting to the second impression’ as a result of the ‘forward’ printer’s actions. This circumstance has led to the omission of the ‘certayne Epistles’ that Nashe wanted to include but has been unable to because the edition was prepared whilst he was out of town.

It is hard, though, to determine how far these remarks should be taken as read because Nashe had significant difficulties with his book. He had intended that Abel Jeffes would release the work, but Jeffes was arrested and Pierce Penilesse was consequently appropriated by another publisher, Richard Jones. Jones’s edition (the first) adds to the text a prefatory letter, ‘The Printer to the Gentleman Readers’ (1592, sig.A2r), and an extended moralising subtitle which claims that the text describes ‘the ouer-spreading of Vice, and suppression of Vertue. Pleasantly interlac’t with variable delights: and pathetically intermixt with conceipted reproofes’. The prefatory letter purports to explain the oddities of the main title and the author’s ‘vnwonted beginning without Epistle, Proeme, or Dedication’ (1592, sig.A2r). Jones advises readers to ‘bestow the looking, and […] you shall finde Dedication, Epistle, and Proeme to your liking’ (1592, sig.A2r). The place that readers would find Nashe’s apparently missing conventional paratextual support is at the end of the book, where he includes a letter to the reader. Jones has here thwarted Nashe’s design, as Hutson demonstrates; his plan had been to plunge readers straight into Pierce’s fictional world, starting with his framing fiction. The point of this was ‘to shock readers into thinking for themselves. […] the reader should have to make his way unaided through the text before receiving any direct address from its author’ (1989, p. 176). Frustratingly for Nashe, Jones’s mediation of his structural designs ‘blunted’ the ‘shock of the original’ (Hutson 1989, p. 180).7 Nashe’s letter to Jeffes in the second edition is clearly responding to and clearing up the effects of his previous betrayal by the print business. He is more immediately also articulating a further set of complaints directed at the circumstances surrounding the second edition itself. It has been rushed through the press, incomplete. This suggests he must have had second thoughts about the framing of the text for the ‘certayne epistles’ to now be deemed missing. If Nashe’s problem with the first edition was printerly supplementation, he presents printerly curtailment as his problem with the second. Whether or not the complaint about the second edition is staged, its effect, in combination with the Jones events, is to proffer Nashe’s relations with the business as fraught. The print trade is presented as hasty, unconcerned about the textual schemes of ‘the Author’, and, moreover, capable of bringing ‘infamie’ and ‘open scorne’ (1592b, sig.¶r) upon him. Like the printer–author dialogues, Nashe’s letter analyses the relations between those two forces of textual production but from the perspective of the author rather than that of the printer. He portrays an antagonistic relationship in which the author appears to be repeatedly thwarted by the printer’s own professional interests.

As if Nashe’s problems with the first and second editions of Pierce Penilesse are not bad enough, the epistle goes on to suggest that there are false continuations already on the market. ‘I heare say’, he writes, ‘there bee obscure imitators, that goe about to frame a second part to it, and offer it to sell in Paules Church-yard, and elsewhere, as from mee’ (1592b, sig.¶r). There is a discernible threat in the description of the shady frauds, not just one but also an undisclosed plural number, who ply their wares at St Paul’s and beyond. The imitators are ‘obscure’ in that they are unknown, their identities shrouded in darkness. Nashe’s own work is, in two senses of the word, obscured by their knock-offs; they both complicate it and overshadow it simply by existing. He proceeds to dismiss the continuations as ‘coseanage and plaine knauery […] a most ridiculous rogery’ (1592b, sig.¶r–v), underlining that those in the book trade, and those who frequent St Paul’s, are rogues and tricksters. Yet the locale soon assumes more insidious properties that shift its character from the ‘ridiculous’ to the downright dangerous. As Nashe explains at the beginning of the letter, he has been detained in the country by ‘the feare of infection’ (1592b, sig.¶r); this vague threat is made explicit in his closing lines when he explains that he is ‘the Plagues prisoner in the Country as yet’ and that ‘if the sicknesse cease before the thirde impression’ (1592b, sig.¶v) he will return to town. The urban area in which the printing industry is located is the infected place, and his return there is contingent upon the threat of bodily infirmity. Resembling Baldwin’s macabre printing house, St Paul’s is imagined as a highly ambivalent, and a risky, locale.

Certainly in later years, ‘animosity was frequent’ in and around St Paul’s and the physical environment was smoky and dark (Raven 2014, p. 57); whether or not this was the case in the late sixteenth century, Nashe invites readers to perceive a sinister subtext. His characterisation of St Paul’s and its natives continues within Pierce’s framing preface. Having explained the premise for the text, that poverty and lack of reward for his writing are forcing him to supplicate the devil, Pierce creates his ‘Paper-monster’, his letter to Satan, and asks himself, ‘where shal I finde this olde Asse, that I may deliuer it?’ (1592b, sig.A3r). The next few paragraphs detail his attempts to locate the devil. In a process that enables Nashe to build up his satirical portrait of London life, Pierce searches at Westminster Hall, amongst the lawyers, and in the Exchange amongst the merchants. Finally, Pierce writes, ‘I […] like a carelesse malecontent, that knew not which way to turne, retired me to Paules, to seeke my dinner with Duke Humfrey’ (1592b, sig.A3v). This remark refers to the tomb that was popularly thought to be that of Duke Humphrey, the Duke of Gloucester, within St Paul’s Cathedral. The ‘neighbourhood of this tomb’, according to McKerrow, was a ‘rendezvous of gallants and others, especially of persons who went in fear of arrest for debt, for within the precincts of the cathedral they were safe from the hands of the law’ (Nashe 1904, Vol. IV, p. 93). With his mention of the tomb, Nashe further associates St Paul’s with disreputable, and precarious, low living. It provides a meeting place for a destitute and profane crew of questionable morality. In the opening epistle he has already established that ‘Paules Church-yard’ (1592b, sig.¶r) is the haunt of book trade knaves and cozeners. The types that Pierce implicitly joins at the tomb are symbols of the bookish people – writers, publishers, printers, and, by extension, their customers – who populate or are associated with the area. Furthermore, it is at the tomb that Pierce meets the Knight of the Post, the devil’s courier. As in The Faerie Queene and Beware the Cat, printing in Pierce Penilesse is associated with the diabolic and the morbid.

Pierce’s recourse to the tomb has an ambivalent emotional charge. By describing himself as ‘like a carelesse malecontent, that knew not which way to turne’ he suggests not only that he is disoriented and helpless but also that his disquiet is somehow derived from a restless dissatisfaction that lacks purpose. The emotional frisson adds a sense of self-defeating futility to Pierce’s activities, and the implication is that seeking one’s fortune in St Paul’s, the figurative and metonymic zone of the printed text, is an exercise in futility. This moment is reminiscent of Nashe’s comment in the epistle that he condemns himself ‘for nothing so much, as playing the dolt in Print’ (1592b, sig.¶r). Those who write for the press are presented as misguidedly wasting their efforts, an impression compounded when, in the body of the text, Pierce writes of Richard Harvey as ‘some tired Iade belonging to the Presse’ (1592b, sig.D4v). Wrung out like an old nag, Harvey is merely a hack and, like Nashe is to himself in the epistle, an object of scorn. The more suggestive readings of ‘Iade’ and ‘Presse’ also feminise Harvey and imply that he is prostituting himself to print. Pierce and Nashe both present the act of writing for print publication as futile and degrading.

Within the core of the Supplication, Pierce’s most direct and most damning portrayal of the print trade at work is contained in ‘The complaint of Sloth’ (1592b, sig.Fv). The very first portrait in this section reads,


If I were to paint Sloth […] I would draw it like a Stationer that I knowe, with his thumb vnder his girdle, who if a man come to his stall and aske him for a booke, neuer stirs his head, or looks vpon him, but stands stone still, and speakes not a word: onely with his little finger points backwards to his boy, who must be his interpreter, and so all the day gaping like a dumbe image he sits without motion, except at such times as he goes to dinner or supper: for then he is as quicke as other three, eating sixe times euery day […]

(1592b, sig.Fv–F2r)



A gloss appears in the margin next to ‘day’: ‘Videlicet, before he come out of his bed, then a set breakfast, then dinner, then afternoons nunchings, a supper, and a reresupper’. The stationer’s qualities advertise much about Pierce’s take on the book trade. The composite image is one of complacent, cold immobility; the stationer simply stands still and silent whilst ignoring his customers and dismissing their requests to the care of his boy. He does not engage in conversation or even acknowledge his customers. Unlike in the self-representations of Caxton and Copland, Nashe’s fictional stationer appears to play no part in the discourse of his milieu but silently to control it. The stationer is, rather than being vital, dumb and almost senseless as he gapes and requires his boy to be ‘his interpreter’. Whilst this gives the boy the opportunity to develop his speech and business skills, the peremptoriness of their interaction – the stationer ‘only with his little finger points backwards to his boy, who must be his interpreter’ – has a tyrannical feel. The sole variation in this tableau is when, six times a day, the stationer eats and then is ‘as quick as other three’ to satisfy his appetite. This motif of the controllers of the print trade as appetitive is revisited in The Vnfortunate Traueller when Nashe’s anti-hero, Jack Wilton, envisages the disposal of some of the pages of his book: ‘Printers are madde whoresons, allow them some of them for napkins’ (1594, A.iiiv). Writers’ texts become mere accessories for the fulfilment of the gluttonous appetites of print professionals.

As a portrait of the financial and structural muscle of the print trade, Pierce’s stationer is unambiguously negative; Hutson describes him as ‘the root of all evil, […] the capitalist dictator of English publishing’ (1989, p. 194). Pierce suggests that the print industry is controlled by men who are unresponsive to what is desired of them by their readers, dictatorial, and exploitative of the lesser beings who depend on them for their living. When the stationer eats, six times a day and consuming as much as three others, Pierce also implies that such men are prone to absorb vastly more than their fair share of the available resources. The stationer’s stony silence indicates that he contributes nothing himself to the realm from which he benefits. In the epistle from the author to the printer, and in Pierce’s preface, the reader is afforded glimpses of the challenges faced by authors trying to operate within a developing print market. They must deal with printers who disregard their creative schemes, bastardise their texts, and rush both author and text through the press. These are all obstacles that Nashe presents himself as facing and that he figures in Pierce’s failed literary efforts. Where the printer–author dialogues consider the relationship as one in which the printer is elevated, but the relationship is ultimately of mutual benefit, here the picture is much less favourable. Within the fictional world of Pierce Penilesse, the idle and greedy capitalist stationer is yet another obstacle to authors.

The catalogue of the deadly sins closes with ‘The seuenth and last complaint, of Lecherie’ (1592b, sig.F4v), and this is followed by the long discourse between Pierce and the Knight of the Post, in which Pierce has the opportunity to quiz the Knight about hell and its devils. At the end of the discourse, the Knight takes leave, and Pierce steps out of the core sequence and back into the frame, making his first direct address to the reader since the opening pages:


I dare say thou hast cald me a hundred times dolt for this senseles discourse: it is no matter […] For who can abide a scuruie pedling Poet to plucke a man by the sleeue at euerie third step in Paules Churchyard, and when he comes in to seruey his wares, theres nothing but purgations and vomits wrapt vppe in wast paper. It were verie good the dog whipper in Paules would haue a care of this in his vnsauery visitation euerie Saterday […]

Looke to it you Booksellers and Stationers, and let not your shops be infected with any such goose gyblets or stinking garbadge […]

(1592b, sig.I2v)



Pierce’s suspicion that he has been called ‘a hundred times dolt’ by his reader recalls Nashe’s opening disavowal of ‘playing the dolt in Print’ (1592b, sig.¶r), but moments later Pierce dismisses this concern with his remark that such aspersions are of ‘no matter’. This is a momentary sign of the overall playfulness that imbues Nashe’s treatment of printing, but the imagery that follows immediately overturns the ludic tone. Reminiscent of the epistle’s fear of the plagued central London area, the poet is diseased and, like Errour’s printed vomit, his ‘wares’ are abject: ‘nothing but purgations and vomits wrapt vppe in wast paper’. He is also ‘scuruie’ and ‘pedling’, proving himself entirely typical of the characteristically disreputable crowd at St Paul’s. This is an odorous, disgusting zone in which the ‘Booksellers and Stationers’ have shops that are prone to be ‘infected with […] goose gyblets or stinking garbage’. In Nashe’s figurative typographic realm, the postures and products that writers must adopt in order to succeed are corrupt, vile, and prone to be rejected. The portrait of those that write for, and labour with, the press is not a happy one.

Waste and matter

Pierce’s imagery in his late address to the reader represents the culmination of a metaphorics that is noticeable throughout Pierce Penilesse: material descriptions of printed texts.8 In this particular instance the predominating language is that of physical waste, the body being one of Nashe’s particular obsessions (Scott-Warren 2013, p. 210). His language here describes vomit, ‘purgations’ (bodily matter that has been purged, such as blood and faeces), giblets, and whatever the ‘dog whipper’ clears up in his weekly ‘vnsauery visitation’ (1592b, sig.I2v). Elsewhere in the text Pierce’s imagery is frequently derived from domestic waste products and from the processes of creating printed books. As with his cumulative but fragmentary portrait of the book trade, Nashe’s bibliographic and material imagery can be traced from the outer to the inner layers of Pierce Penilesse, starting with his opening epistle to the printer and then moving through Pierce’s preface and into the core of the discourse.

The strand of imagery describing book processes commences in the epistle’s very first paragraph. Nashe complains of his book ‘hasting to the second impression’ and of the printer’s forwardness in the ‘republishing of it’ (1592b, sig.¶r). He then goes on to reflect on ‘Pierce Penilesse first setting forth’ (1592b, sig.¶r) referring, in addition to the idea of the text’s journey into the world, to the compositor’s act of setting out the type. From the outset, the reader is invited to be aware of typographic imagery and processes. The book’s very title goes a long way to establish this awareness. Supplication carries the triple sense of an entreaty, a prayer, and, particularly, a formal written request (OED, s.v. ‘supplication’, n.4.a.). This latter sense is especially significant because some of the primary terms of Pierce’s complaint are markedly bibliographic and typographic. He writes that the cause of his beggary is


that Learning (of the ignorant) is rated after the value of the inke and paper: and a Scriuener better paid for an obligation, than a Scholler for the best Poeme he can make; that euery grosse braind Idiot is suffered to come into print, who if hee set foorth a Pamphlet of the praise of Pudding-pricks, or write a Treatise Tom Thumme, or the exployts of Vntrusse; it is bought vp thicke and threefold, when better things lie dead […]

(1592b, sig.Av–A2r)



Pierce’s basic complaint is that learning and its associate skills are devalued and that unworthy writers and trivial material are printed in favour of those of a better quality (implicitly, Pierce’s). As well as specifically mentioning printing and setting, he presents several images of the material aspects of writing: ‘inke and paper’, ‘a Scriuener’, ‘an obligation’ (or contract). Later in the text, Nashe makes further references to the compositor’s action of ‘setting forth’ the type. One of these occurs in the section glossed as ‘the dispraise of laie chronigraphers’ (1592b, sig.D4r), which is mainly a not so thinly veiled response to Richard Harvey’s censure of Nashe in A Theologicall Discourse of the Lamb of God and His Enemies (1589–90). In this passage, Pierce tells Harvey that ‘the Maister Butler of Pembrooke Hall’ is a ‘farre better Scholler than’ Harvey is (1592b, sig.Er). The butler, Pierce writes, shows ‘more discretion and gouernment in setting vp a sise of Bread’ (1592b, sig.Er) than Harvey does in his whole book. The implication is that the butler’s proficiency in the menial administrative task of charging a resident for a meal is greater than Harvey’s ability to arrange his printed text. In moments such as these, Nashe asks his reader to become aware of the typographical processes that contribute to the book’s creation.

As Pierce moves on from his preface and into the core of the supplication, his imagery becomes less attached to processes of textual production and more closely reliant on associations with waste products. With this focus, Nashe is able to posit a functionality for printed matter that is post-textual: books have use in the world beyond the textual transmission of information to a reader. This point is related to Mentz’s observation that the image of books turning into waste paper is another of Nashe’s favourites and ‘emphasizes the physicality of Nashe’s conception of the book trade: he is less interested in ideas than in things’ (2006, p. 187).9 In the core narrative, this physicality first becomes evident in ‘The description of dame Nigardize’ (1592b, sig.Br), one of its earliest sketches. Continuing an allegorical theme of avarice that Pierce first establishes in the preface, the dame is married to ‘Greedinesse’ (1592b, sig.Br), and between them they are the jailers of ‘delicious gold’ (1592b, sig.A4v). To demonstrate the dame’s penny-pinching ways, Pierce clothes her in the castaway remnants of domestic life, such as bits of rope, parts of a bag, and old cookware:


a course hempen raile about her shoulders, borrowed of the one end of a hop-bag, an apron made of Almanackes out of date (such as stand vpon Screens, or on the backside of a dore in a Chandlers shop), and an old wiues pudding pan on her head.

(1592b, sig.Br)



Dame Nigardize’s apron of old almanacs represents the first printed text to be mentioned within the body of the supplication. Almanacs (like Robert Copland’s Kalender of Shepeherdes) were small, disposable publications containing farming advice and astronomical predictions alongside information about topics such as the year’s weather and church festivals. As early as 1520 they were critical to the book trade, selling in their thousands alongside chapbooks and pamphlets, and frequently being updated and reprinted (Raven 2007, p. 20).10 Almanacs were sold both by itinerant traders and within the shops in St Paul’s Churchyard. By the late sixteenth century these books were, along with ballads and ABCs (simple texts for teaching the alphabet), ‘established bestsellers’ that ‘represented a formidable sector of pious and secular publications from the Churchyard’ (Raven 2007, p. 35). Nashe’s image, then, refers to a well known and popular contemporary form that had a very quick turnover. He envisages printed texts not as a means to longevity for their author but as fully disposable and capable of being recycled and fed back into the economy. This vision is replicated in the opening of The Vnfortunate Traueller when Jack Wilton asks his fellow court pages to use the ‘pages of his misfortunes […] to drie and kindle Tobacco’ or ‘turne them to stop mustard-pottes’ (1594, sig.Aiiiv). Like Jack’s printed sheets, Dame Nigardize’s almanacs are in fragments, and they are not serving their intended informative purpose. Nonetheless, they preserve their quotidian nature by being usefully re-appropriated as clothing, as screens (perhaps to divide rooms in modest dwellings like Dame Nigardize’s) or as wrappers for candles. This is a post-textual version of printed paper in which its content is irrelevant to the new purpose it serves.

Pierce’s imagery for wasted texts recurs within the attack on Richard Harvey. Pierce is disparaging one of Harvey’s publications and, in a marginal gloss, instructs the reader to ‘Looke at the Chandlers shop, or at the Flaxwiues stall, if you see no tow nor Sope wrapt upon the title page of such a Pamphlet’ (1592b, sig.D4v).11 He is suggesting that the reader is likely to find pages of Harvey’s book recycled for domestic use to wrap soap or rope rather than on the bookseller’s stall where the volume should be sold. This gloss immediately succeeds one in which Pierce states that another of Harvey’s books ‘hetherto hath lien dead, and beene a great losse to the Printer’ (1592b, sig.D4v). The two images collectively show Harvey’s texts being neglected on the bookstall and then turned to material use devoid of their intellectual content. The texts resemble the disposable, ephemeral publications that Dame Nigardize wears and Nashe explicitly links this moment back to the portrait of the dame by echoing his earlier mention of the ‘Chandlers shop’ (1592b, sig.Br) where her almanacs are to be found. On one hand, the images of Harvey’s texts frame the book trade as moribund and as creating a product that, far from eternising those that contribute to it, is predominantly neglected and disposable. On the other hand, they show again that books have a material significance that is divorced from their textual meaning. The positioning of Pierce’s comments within the attack on Harvey ensures that the reader notices the negative connotations of this for an author. Few people would want their books to be ignored and trashed. Simultaneously, though, Pierce’s comments allow the reader to glimpse a potentially unlimited area of signification beyond the page’s linguistic constructs. A book is not just a book but an apron, a wall, a wrapping, and each of these items can itself be remade anew.12

To note this non-verbal signification of the printed word is to approximate the influential readings of Nashe by C.S. Lewis and by Jonathan Crewe, who both emphasise his texts’ ability to move beyond the demand that writing has meaning. For Lewis, in a much-quoted discussion, Nashe’s pamphlets ‘come very close to being […] “pure” literature: literature which is, as nearly as possible, without a subject’ (1954, p. 416). Crewe’s explicitly poststructuralist analysis finds that Nashe’s texts display a ‘quality of sheer performance’ (1982, p. 68) and an excess of rhetoric that deconstructs meaning. Both of these critics reach their conclusions by addressing the exuberance of Nashe’s rhetoric, not through a consideration of the figurative use to which he puts printed matter. This is more indicative of the value of the conclusion itself than the disparity in routes towards it: Nashe gestures towards a level of meaning that cannot be bounded by, is even totally divorced from, the words on the page.

One further moment in the response to Harvey complicates this approach because it exposes Nashe’s gesture as liable to immediate disruption by being pulled back towards the text’s linguistic signifiers. Pierce writes that he has read Lamb of God and describes his response: ‘I could not refraine, but bequeath it to the Priuie, leafe by leafe as I read it, it was so vgly, dorbellicall and lumpish. Monstrous, monstrous, and palpable, not to bee spoken of in a Christian Congregation’ (1592b, sig.Ev). McKerrow clarifies that ‘dorbellicall’ refers to Nicholas Dorbellus, a scholar whose name was used to indicate folly (Nashe 1904, Vol. IV, p. 123). At first glance then, Pierce’s scatological comment is simply saying that Harvey’s text is rubbish and foolish. Pierce tears out the pages and bequeaths them as an inheritance leaf by leaf to the metaphorical and literal dung heap; the text is ‘lumpish’ like the contents of the privy and, furthermore, ‘palpable’ or tangible. The material aspects of the book are what enable Pierce to dispose of it in this way. Yet his comments are also self-referential. They echo the striking moment in the preface when he calls Pierce Penilesse a ‘Paper-monster’ (1592b, sig.A3r). This is effected by his use of ‘monstrous’ and because ‘leafe’ signals the paper aspect of the book. Additionally, Pierce reminds the reader of the diabolic content of his own book when he then writes that Harvey’s is something ‘not to bee spoken of in a Christian Congregation’. Pierce is not just condemning Harvey’s text but his own as well, in a moment of self-reflexivity that depends on the intra-textual connections spawned by the precision of his language. This means that his observations about textual vulnerability are not limited to his exchange with Harvey but have broader significance. All texts, Pierce’s own included, are prone to wastage and rejection. This combines with Pierce’s descriptions of the trials and tribulations that authors face in the book trade to increase the overall sense of compromise and futility that he establishes. In this instance, the materiality of Pierce’s imagery has a more extensive scope because the reader is reminded of the verbal meaning of the text rather than pushed towards a post-textual zone of signification. Nashe in this way upsets any rigid separation between materiality and meaning, and any attempt to conclude that he definitively moves beyond verbal content. His imagery also rings bells for readers of Spenser alert to print’s figurative monstrosity, but he does not – overall – come to the same conclusions. When Nashe’s images of ‘creative recycling’, as Jason Scott-Warren (2013, p. 211) calls it, strip the verbal meaning from printed books they imply a sense of potentiality and endless transformation. In combination with his treatment of other typographic tropes and symbols, this ultimately produces a paradoxical effect from the figurative authority of print.

The figurative authority of print

Nashe’s mosaic of the London book trade, and his use of a metaphorics derived from print processes and products, clearly align him with the other authors whose texts explore the typographic imaginary in ways that are by now familiar. The final aspect of his engagement of the typographic imaginary in Pierce Penilesse builds on tendencies we have seen before but idiosyncratically so. Where other writers layer together broader discourses and typographic scenes, Nashe takes precise symbols from the typographic imaginary and redirects them. This suggests that printing has an established, if mutable, figurative authority because its semiotics can represent things other than itself. In these instances, print is not the subject of Pierce’s remark but the vehicle of another tenor. During ‘The complaint of Sloth’, for example, the lazy stationer is viewed in representative terms as paradigmatic of his trade and Pierce presents him as the very picture of slothfulness: ‘if I were to paint Sloth […] I sweare, I would draw it like a Stationer that I knowe’ (1592b, sig.Fv–F2r). He employs the trope of the malignant stationer alongside stock figures such as the ‘fine qualified Gentleman’ and the ‘wanton, yoong Gallant’ (1592b, sig.F2r) of the next sketch, to illustrate the types that are guilty of slothfulness.

Pierce uses a similar technique when describing the residence of Dame Nigardize. He writes that it is ‘vaste, large, strong built, and well furnished, all saue the Kitchin; for that was no bigger then the Cookes roome in a ship, with a little court chimney, about the compasse of a Parenthesis in proclamation print’ (1592b, sig.Bv). The expanse of a parenthesis is a very small space, and by comparing the Dame’s chimney to such an area Pierce emphasises the meanness of the setting. His image of the tiny chimney relies on the reader’s familiarity with the developing typographic convention of the parenthesis. Yet proclamation print refers to a large type of a non-particular size (Nashe 1904, Vol. IV, p. 97). The reader familiar with different sizes of type could recognise that a parenthesis in proclamation print would, in fact, be larger than usual. This reversal does not alter much in terms of the size of the chimney breast; the compass of a parenthesis after all is still a tiny space. It does suggest, though, that a fairly specialised level of typographic detail is being invoked. The metaphor of the type speaks to those in the know who possess insider or professional knowledge of printing. To those who can recognise the type, the chimney is not small but expansive; for these readers the metaphor of the small space of the parentheses does the opposite of what it purports. People who possess the right kind of specific knowledge about the processes of typographic textual production can glean a more complicated reading of the text itself. This sense of exclusivity is also present in Pierce’s depiction of the lazy stationer. He describes him as ‘a Stationer that I knowe’ (1592b, sig.F2r) and thereby hints that if the reader likewise knew the stationer she or he could better appreciate the joke. This chimes with Michael Saenger’s description of St Paul’s as a ‘thriving, coherent, collaborative (and also competitive) microculture. It was a culture of making, selling, and reading books, one which developed its own codes, conventions and genres […] a limited and thoroughly interconnected community’ (2006, p. 10). Like Baldwin’s evocation of the Protestant printing milieu centred on John Day’s premises, Nashe is evoking exactly this microculture and using codes that would be perceptible to its participants. This is something that Griffiths also finds in her study of the printed gloss, many of which seem to be self-referential and assume that the writer and the reader have shared reference points or even a private language (2015, p. 3).13 How familiar Nashe’s codes would be to outsiders is a pertinent question, and perhaps Nashe’s extension of the typographic imaginary remains microculturally specific. However, by starting to expand the figurative authority of very specific typographic symbols beyond their immediate hemisphere, Nashe extends the direction of the typographic imaginary’s signification.

Conclusion

There are many similarities between Nashe’s typographic imaginary and those of other authors. His caricatures of the recognisable elements of St Paul’s Churchyard, its frequenters, and the activities in which they engage share the ambivalence about printing that is evident in both Baldwin and Spenser. His interest in the fraught relationship between printers and authors is reminiscent of the printer–author dialogues. Like Caxton, Copland, and Baldwin, Nashe’s typographic imaginary is self-referential and grounded in his own immediate publishing context. He also shows up provocative contrasts. The broad horizontal networks surrounding Caxton have reduced in Nashe’s writing to a the microculture of St Paul’s. Rather than signalling print’s progressive potential, as Caxton’s sense of his peer exchanges does, Nashe’s print community is both hostile and, in its use of private shared codes, almost pre-emptive of the echo chamber effect of twenty-first-century social media. The intensity of Nashe’s material imagery clearly resembles Spenser’s, but where the latter finds horror, Nashe finds potential. Nashe is again similar to Caxton in his intuition about what print can do and how it functions. He shows this by extending the typographic imaginary’s boundaries and gesturing towards, even if he does not fully occupy, a post-textual material zone. In Nashe’s vision, printed books as objects, not as containers of words, provide access to a space of potentially endless transformative meaning. His extension of the typographic imaginary resides in this move beyond established signification. In Nashe’s vision, printing is not what is signalled by figurative language but the obverse; its terminology and imagery have the authority to signal beyond themselves. The status of print’s figurative authority has progressed significantly from Caxton’s justificatory explanations of its virtues, through the ambivalence of the printer–author dialogues, Baldwin, and Spenser. This is in part because of the typographic imaginary’s repeated and varied exploration of print’s symbolic potential.

The power of movable type is that it is a material phenomenon (a series of metal objects) that can be arranged and rearranged into language and thereby signify infinitely. In this book I have argued that the symbolism and tropes of movable type’s related material procedures can be traced in the imaginative layer of texts. This shows writers negotiating changing text technologies by playing with their symbolism and, in turn, shows symbolism becoming a recognisable component of discussions about printing. I have also argued that as a subject area print has a portmanteau quality. Discussing printing enables writers to discuss other topics, such as when Robert Copland wonders about the moral value of romance or Baldwin satirises humanism. Print as both a medium and a topic is a way of moving around ideas, and Nashe, especially, throws this into relief. He rearranges images from the typographic imaginary like a compositor rearranges type and thereby indicates the broad signifying potential of typographic tropes. In his imaginative engagement of printing, Nashe paradoxically gestures back towards the signifying potential of the printed word in its material form even as he proposes the post-textual meaning of printed matter.


Notes

1Cf. Mentz on Nashe’s positioning of his persona as a brand (2007, p. 19).

2Cf. Crewe (1982, p. 70) and Hyman (2005, p. 26); on his ‘bibliographic self-consciousness’, Mentz (2006, p. 26).

3Hyman (2005) and Badcoe (2014) both consider the association of violence and authorship.

4Cf. Wallace (2005) on Nashe’s reading of Spenser.

5On his ‘urban sensibility’ see Brown (2013, p. 12).

6On his vernacular and classical intertexts see Bennett (2015).

7See Hutson (1989, pp. 172–80) for her full discussion of this scenario.

8For more on physical matter in Nashe generally see Yates (2003, pp. 101–38), Turner (2011), Scott-Warren (2013), and Geil (2013).

9On waste see Brown (2009, pp. 53–65), Landreth (2013).

10Cf. Ahnert’s view of their longevity (2009).

11McKerrow notes that the text in question is Harvey’s 1583 Ephemeron (Nashe 1904, Vol. IV, p. 121).

12Cf. Turner’s mention of the ‘perpetual transformation of the made thing’ in Lenten Stuffe (2011, p. 453).

13Black (2013, p. 555), too, levels the charge of exclusivity at the pamphleteers of the Martin Marprelate controversy, in which Nashe participated.
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Conclusion

Love and loathing in Grub Street

At the beginning of this book I proposed that the development of the typographic imaginary, and the detail of the texts that operate within it, demonstrates late medieval and early modern writers negotiating space for themselves in their media ecology. I also set out to tell the twinned stories of a cluster of representational practices and the imaginative elevation of the figure of the printer. I draw these stories to a conclusion in the mid-eighteenth century, with Alexander Pope’s mock-epic The Dunciad (1728–43). A particular image of this poet endures in James McLaverty’s characterisation of ‘the two Popes: the Pope who loved print and the Pope who hated it’ (2001, p. 1). McLaverty writes that the first Pope ‘was fixated on print’ whilst the second ‘loathed the great mass of printed matter: Grub Street scandal, party pamphlets, weekly journals […] most plays, critics, and booksellers’ (2001, p. 1). Pope was adept at working this world; McLaverty continues with the observation that whichever stance he took on print, Pope ‘understood the layers of its culture so well that he could move subtly within them’ (2001, p. 1). This poet garnered rich rewards from his printed works, in the region of £10,000 from his Homeric translations alone (McLaverty 2007, p. 186), but readers have long received his Dunciad as a response to the encroachment of the ethically grimy terrain of that epitome of hack literary squalor: Grub Street.1 Having tracked the emergence and development of the typographic imaginary from the 1470s onwards, we are now in a position to see that Pope’s Grub Street has a heritage.

In Pope’s poem, the printed marginalia of the likes of G.B. and Pierce Pennilesse have moved below the line and become an extensive sequence of footnotes created by a range of named writers and personae. They proffer a wealth of commentary about the characters and Pope’s satiric targets, prominent among which are numerous artistic figures and book trade personnel. These people, the inhabitants of Grub Street, are comically portrayed in ‘the episode of the Booksellers’ (2009, II, n.53), a series of games that is instigated to celebrate the crowning of Bays, the top Dunce. Bays is not an epic hero but an actor and ‘Coxcomb’ (2009, I.110) maligned for pleasing the taste of the ‘rabble’ (2009, I, n.2) and is (in the 1743 final version) specifically named as Colley Cibber, the poet and actor-manager. The booksellers who participate in his valedictory games do not, the notes advise, need explanation because their names are ‘more known and famous in the learned world than those of the Authors’ (2009, II, n.53) in the poem. One of the competitors is a fictionalised version of Edmund Curl, a genuinely unscrupulous publisher with whom Pope had an especially antagonistic relationship. The commentary states that Curl ‘was the envy and admiration of all his profession. He possessed himself of a command over all authors whatever; he caused them to write what he pleased; they could not call their very Names their own’ (2009, II, n.28).2 With Curl’s power over ‘all authors whatever’ provoking the envy of his colleagues, Pope characterises him and the trade as a whole as ruthlessly exploitative. Here he presents the tensions between authors and printers that we saw in the printer–author dialogues, but in a way that is more reminiscent of Thomas Nashe’s controlling stationer than Copland’s avuncular expert adviser. In the poetry, Pope nonetheless gets his revenge. During the games’ first challenge, a race along the Strand, Curl has a nasty slip:


Full in the middle way there stood a lake,

Which Curl’s Corinna chanc’d that morn to make:

(Such was her wont, at early dawn to drop

Her evening cates before his neighbour’s shop,)

Here fortun’d Curl to slide; […]

Obscene with filth the miscreant lies bewray’d,

Fal’n in the plash his wickedness had laid:

(2009, II.69–76)



He has fallen in a large puddle of urine and faeces. As the commentary insinuates, ‘Curl’s Corinna’ (2009, II, n.70) refers to Elizabeth Thomas. She was a poet who had surreptitiously sold to Curl Pope’s embarrassing youthful letters and was thus guilty of what Pope would condemn as typically corrupt Grub Street activities. Her ‘cates’, or delicacies, are her droppings, and they describe her disreputable textual product. It is a fitting reward for Curl’s ‘wickedness’ that he should slide into the obscene textual ‘filth’ in whose creation he has collaborated.3 With the printed book described as material waste and aligned with urine and ‘dung’ (2009, II, n.75), the scatology of this passage revives the abject imagery of Nashe and Spenser. Pope has prefigured this move in his earlier description of Bays’s library, in which there are volumes ‘of amplest size, / Redeem’d from tapers and defrauded pies’ (2009, I.155–6). Where Pierce Pennilesse revels in the renewed signifying possibilities of waste paper, Bays has preserved these volumes whole for his library. Unlike Richard Harvey’s works that are bequeathed ‘to the Priuie’ (Nashe 1592, sig.Ev), Bays’s books only narrowly ‘’scape the martyrdom of jakes and fire’ (2009, I.144). In The Dunciad Pope roundly satirises the eighteenth-century print trade and its products as mercantile, controlling, and debased.

The reader also learns, however, that on the shelves in Bays’s library, ‘Caxton slept, with Wynkyn at his side, / One clasp’d in wood, and one in strong cow-hide’ (I.149–50). Peaceful, enduring, companionate, and bound up in the material containers of their works, the earliest English printers nestle on the shelves as rather more appealing emblems of their trade. In his glance backward Pope shows the ‘idealization of early printers’ that Elizabeth Eisenstein (2011, p. 196) finds in the post-industrialised and post-revolutionary print culture of the nineteenth century. This nostalgic depiction is entirely different from The Dunciad’s view of contemporary Grub Street, which offers a pervasive image of cultural decline and the corruption of the print trade. Grub Street retains, as Valerie Rumbold points out, ‘the figurative capacity to smear even the successful with the connotations of their complicity in a new system of literary production’ (Pope 2009, pp. 4–5). For Pope, the world of print signifies imaginatively and, like other authors before him, he uses the techniques of the typographic imaginary to share that with his readers.

In his contrasting presentation of eighteenth-century print culture and its early Tudor ancestor, Pope reflects a change that has been evident across this study. Ambivalence about printing increases over the course of the period. The earliest writers I have discussed, William Caxton and Robert Copland, simply do not include in their fictionalisations the degree of anxiety shown by William Baldwin, Edmund Spenser, and Nashe. There are exceptions to this chronology. As we might expect, the instructional texts by Christopher Plantin, Hieronymus Hornschuch, and Joseph Moxon are mostly confident about the professional activities that they describe. George Gascoigne too, writing like Spenser and Nashe in the Elizabethan high Renaissance remains playful and witty in his approach. It is fair to say, though, that over the sixteenth century, expressions increase of the alienating, threatening, violent quality of print. At the same time, the strategies of the typographic imaginary gain representational authority as print becomes more established as a media form and visible as a topic of discussion in literature. By 1573, Gascoigne can invoke the way that Richard Tottel writes about print’s potential; Spenser, in turn, can invoke an understanding of the way that Gascoigne fashions print authorship. Baldwin and Nashe are both able to rely on specific contextual and typographic knowledge. Writers collectively generate a shared way of imaginatively reproducing the world of print and are increasingly able to rely on their readers’ understanding of that world.

Yet we must balance this realisation with our understanding that at times the authors in this study are addressing their own microculture of print literate readers. In one sense this is an effect of their proximity to that world. Groups of people everywhere generate their own shared codes, and it might be tempting for those people who are closest to media technologies to broadcast that fact in their own way. This study has also shown that writers less immersed in London book production, such as Gascoigne and Spenser, are (very precisely in the case of Spenser) adept with the tools of the typographic imaginary. Placing Gascoigne and Spenser in this constellation of typographically literate writers nuances our understanding of their career narratives. Gascoigne’s two anthologies, A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres and The Posies, show that his early authorial statements use established techniques of the typographic imaginary. Consequently, I would add a third portfolio to the two that Gillian Austen identifies when she states that he either writes in his own name, as the reformed prodigal, or writes anonymously for his courtly material (2013, p. 170). I suggest that it is instructive to view the anthologies together – the Flowres anonymous and courtly, The Posies claimed and reformed – but both deeply concerned with the problems and possibilities of print culture. Spenser, on the other hand, has long been recognised to be stimulated by print as a medium and to have innovatively fashioned himself in the public eye with its methods. But when we consider the nature of the typographic imaginary in his writings, they reveal that he articulates fears about print’s overwhelming proliferation that are entirely typical of his culture. The final recontextualisation that this study has offered is that of Nashe. He is widely recognised for his work’s immersion in London’s bustling print shops, but we can now see that he writes about that world with the typographic imaginary’s characteristic techniques. He can therefore be grouped anew with Caxton, Copland, Baldwin, Plantin, Gascoigne, Spenser, Hornschuch, Moxon, Pope, and no doubt numerous other authors whom I have not had the space to discuss. These writers use shared techniques to explore a set of shared concerns and to legitimate their discussions by reference or likeness to those of other writers. This study has shown numerous new points of contact and contrast between them. Several writers overtly embrace, even as they strongly reject, the possibilities that printing represented in their culture. Baldwin, Spenser, Nashe, and Pope all do this. Others, including Caxton and Copland, were more enthusiastic, whilst Gascoigne playfully straddles the boundary between these two positions.

It is important to note that writers use manifold imaginative spaces to fashion their versions of the print trade and its products. These include the courtly, studious, and marketplace interactions of Caxton’s paratexts; the lively urban or private exchanges of the printer–author dialogues; the domestic and market specificity of Nashe and Baldwin’s narratives; and the chivalric topography of Spenser’s romance. This demonstrates that the typographic imaginary functions in numerous contexts and several forms and modes: paratext, dialogue, pamphlet, prose fiction, courtly poetry, epic romance, and mock-epic. It is therefore a manipulable and serviceable approach to understanding a range of late medieval and early modern literature. Within these differing literary contexts, several writers depict the social networks and contexts of printing, but to varying effect. Caxton places horizontal relations with peers in tension with patronage connections. In this he is similar to Gascoigne. This poet’s fictionalisation of the compromised coterie shows older systems of textual production and circulation coming under pressure, and individuals within (or outside) those coteries renegotiating their roles. Ultimately, this emblematises the social shifts from feudalism to capitalism to which increasing literacy, mercantilism, and the redistribution of culture eventually contributed. Baldwin is also concerned with intimate coteries, but in his case the social affiliations of a particular scene show him authorising print through its own networks of Protestant and humanist figures. Baldwin demonstrates that texts gain authority from association with specific typographic networks. While he also problematises the uses to which printing can be put, Beware the Cat gestures towards the self-sustaining cultural authority of clusters of printers. The printer–author dialogues, by contrast, offer an insight into the potentially uncomfortable conversations and negotiations within typographic coteries. They dramatise interpersonal exchanges in which the author must verbally convince the printer of the viability of the work. In this they also emblematise social shift: the elevation of the printer as gatekeeper of the press’s powers of dissemination. All of this reveals the extent to which print culture was conceptualised from the outset as a system of relational exchange. In these scenes, it is not the technology that is important but the agency of individual people within fluctuating social groupings.

Within the typographic imaginary, the printer or stationer is very often the central agent. Across my chapters I have traced a narrative of that figure’s increasing imaginative prominence, even if the nature of his depiction is not always favourable. In the long view, it is evident that the treatment of the printer does not correlate with the treatment of his technology. Overall, the printer grows in cultural visibility at the same time as his productions are increasingly degraded. The most provocative sites for an understanding of the printer as a figure of the imagination are the dialogues, where he is portrayed in his best light (and it is no coincidence that two of these were written by Copland, a man who was a printer). In the dialogues the printer-publisher is the text’s midwife and judge, the gatekeeper of the press, a supportive guide, and a mentor of the author. By contrast, Baldwin does not directly depict his patriarch of the trade but the associations of his premises and his name, John Day, are enough to scaffold the text. It is only with Nashe in the 1590s that the printer becomes a slothful and greedy parasite and eventually devolves into Ned Ward’s amoral mercantilism and then slips and slides into Pope’s metaphoric filth. This naturally suggests that the printer’s increasing prominence is linked to the increasing anxiety about the status of the printed text that this study has evidenced. It also suggests that authorial fears about loss of control are directly connected to the elevation of those cultural producers who had power over both discourse and money. However, we should pause over the fact that we also occasionally see a discursive erasure of the press worker. Within texts that favourably depict those higher-status figures who were a combination of the master-printer, the publisher, and the stationer, the manual labourers who worked the press are sometimes occluded. This happens in Caxton’s writings and in Plantin’s dialogue and is an observation that should prevent any idealisation of the printer as an egalitarian collaborator. The intellectually and commercially savvy printer-publisher can facilitate the production of literature only because the hands of the press worker facilitate the transfer of ink onto paper.

A point I would like to stress, though, is that the texts I have discussed that are closest to the printing house – Caxton’s paratexts, the printer–author dialogues, the instructional manuals – show us something particularly important. They demonstrate, from the earliest days of print, trade professionals articulating their expertise in print. This should provoke us to revise our understanding of the discursive agency of the trade. In addition to using print to support authors, as Wynkyn de Worde did for Stephen Hawes or William Ponsonby did for Spenser, print trade professionals creatively express the value of print as a technology and a set of practices. Plantin, Hornschuch, Moxon, and Copland also elevate it as a subject of study and a topic to promote to readers. Moreover, Copland, and the other creators of the printer–author dialogues, developed a specific form in which to do that. There is much more to be done to uncover the further specific forms that the print trade developed for speaking about itself. Key places to start will be printers’ letters to readers and the autobiographical, and semi-autobiographical, writings of late seventeenth- and eighteenth-century printers such as John Dunton and Francis Kirkman.4

If these writers highlight the importance of print as a topic, texts in the typographic imaginary more broadly consider, and often establish ideas about, the value of the printed book. Baldwin, Spenser, and Nashe certainly make the suggestion that texts are debased as they move into print, but this is not straightforward. This reading of Baldwin and Spenser is counter to the established critical traditions that respectively emphasise Baldwin’s evangelical use of print and Spenser’s avid self-fashioning. For Nashe, the move into print releases signifying potential even as it foreshadows the material wasting of the text. Caxton, on the other hand, carefully promotes the value of the printed book through its rapid reproduction and wide dissemination. This also enables him to posit the value of cultural shift: when elite literature is shared with the public market then its symbolic value changes. The printed book in Caxton’s hands becomes an emblem of progressive social potential and also of the new meanings that are brought to texts when they are received in a new context. This realisation is developed by Richard Tottel and later by Gascoigne. Caxton also explores the two-way dynamic between products that are aimed at public and private audiences and shows them to be mutually modified by each other’s existence. There are occasions when a celebrity connection will help to sell a text, as in the Mirrour of the World, and there are occasions when the presence of a more egalitarian public audience reflects negatively on hierarchical systems of patronage, as in Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye. From the earliest days of printing, writers were able to analyse and articulate the fluctuating forms of value that accrue to the printed text: social, symbolic, and monetary.

Inextricably connected to discussions of value in the typographic imaginary is the print marketplace both as a social structure and a physical space. The market takes on its most positive qualities in the writings of Caxton and Copland, and for both of them it is enmeshed with the interpersonal and community relationships that they depict. Caxton prioritises the linked possibilities of wide dispersal and cultural remediation that the market allows. With his depiction of Hugh Bryce in the Mirrour of the World he also gestures towards something that is central to Alexandra Halasz’s (2006) teachings: with the rising prominence of print the marketplace develops as a source of discourse and site of creative agency. It is this that Copland literalises in his Seuen Sorowes dialogue when his customer, Quidam, recites the text of the poem for Copland to write down and print. In both of these instances an imagined architectural or physical space is involved – the room where Caxton sits and reads his copy or the bookstall where Copland attempts to sell his wares. The reader of these early Tudors experiences these spaces as sociable ones, but by the 1550s and later, a more sinister environment dominates. Baldwin’s cadaverous roof, Nashe’s infected churchyard, and Pope’s scatological Strand all render in metaphor a view of the marketplace of print as damaging, threatening, and filled with abject products. Writers use the characteristic physical spaces of printing to emblematise the version of the market that they are seeking to project. The techniques of the typographic imaginary are employed to proffer two opposing versions: one benign and creative, the other malign and corrupting.

The texture of authors’ portrayals of the print trade is repeatedly informed by the symbolism of print. Deriving directly from the accoutrements and the technical terms of the press, this symbolism is intensely material. It is put to varied uses and, again, increases towards the end of the sixteenth century. The earlier writings are more reliant on technical book terms, Caxton’s use of ‘forme’ for example, and Blague’s puns on ‘set’. Yet an increasing degree of viscerality is also present from Baldwin onwards. In these later instances the diabolic, sexual, morbid, and bestial associations of the machinery become especially resonant, with Spenser’s Errour being the most striking example. This tells us that the metaphorics of the press were rich with poetic possibility. However, another conclusion to emphasise is that writers differ in their use of similar types of imagery. Spenser and Nashe are a case in point. Both engage images of material bodily abjection to figure the hideous products, for Spenser, and disgusting space, for Nashe, of print communities. Yet Nashe also dwells on material imagery that enables him to detach the meaning of the printed book from its content and multiply it outwards into other potential-rich shapes. This constant renovation in how print can signify is entirely characteristic of the typographic imaginary. Alongside symbolism drawn from material practices, tropes about printed book production develop within the typographic imaginary, often mutating out of older tropes. Thus Caxton re-establishes for print the trope of readerly correction and of the printer’s duty towards the copy-text, which Copland extends in Quidam’s comments about bad spelling and punctuation. Gascoigne develops Tottel’s idea of reluctant publication and the fractured coterie to explain the book’s coming into being (and this is performed in other ways by Spenser and Nashe). The fictional editor emerges as a trope for printed book production and a way of legitimising the history of the individual printed volume. Print not only had its own language; it also had its own symbolism and its own tropes. These are generated and reworked by writers using the techniques of the typographic imaginary as a way of evaluating the significance of media change.

All these symbols and tropes are ways of talking about print that the typographic imaginary evolves. An important aspect of this aesthetic is that it shows the portmanteau quality of print as a topic. The manuals, dialogues, and other fictionalisations of the trade ask their readers to think about printing in its own right, but they also ripple with broader issues. These texts look outwards to other discourses by looking through print as a topic. Copland’s choice of the marketplace as the setting for his dialogue enables him to encounter a customer who wants to buy an anti-feminist text. Spenser’s monster functions as a grotesque press within the multilayered web of his other allegorical valences. This brings us back to the dual operation of the printed word. Moveable type carries meaning endlessly because it enables the perpetual rearrangement of symbols. It also possesses a raft of cultural and social significance. Early modern writers used the typographic imaginary to explore that significance, demonstrating as they did so the coherent but diverse ways in which the period analysed its changing media ecology.


Notes

1The classic statement of this is Rogers (1980).

2For more on the relationship between Curl and Pope see McLaverty (2007) and Rumbold’s editorial notes (Pope 2009, p. 154).

3For Pope’s non-literary response to this publishing incident see Rumbold’s editorial notes (Pope 2009, pp. 156–7).

4This will be a future project. For a list of some of this material see Maruca (2007, pp. 187–8, n.5).
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