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Course Description  
 
 
 

History of the Book 
 

 

Dates Wednesdays 18 and 25 October; 1 and 8 November 2017 

Times 14.00–16.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre 

Level All levels  

Class size Maximum 16 participants 

 
 

Course Description 

The book, in its broadest sense, has been the primary means of organising, distributing and 

preserving information and ideas for the last 5,000 years. Trace this remarkable story on our four-

week course, and encounter rare examples from our collections. From papyrus fragments to 

parchment volumes and printed books, we’ll consider the materials on and with which books were 

made, and how they were organised and used. We’ll explore books within different economic and 

social contexts – and how in turn, books have helped to shape and change the cultures that produced 

them. We won’t just look at ‘great’ books, but also consider those which ordinary literate people 

might have used in their daily lives.   
 

Our first three sessions will introduce three key eras of book culture, and include a curator-led tour of 

the Library's Treasures Gallery where we'll view and discuss some of the spectacular books on display. 

Our course then culminates in an extraordinary opportunity to encounter manuscripts and rare books 

close-up, in a special collection viewing with our curators.

 
 

Week 1: Pre-classical, classical and early medieval (to 1100 AD) 

We'll begin by exploring the origins of the book in the Near East and the development of the book trade 

in classical Europe, before discussing some of the remarkable finds from Egypt that reveal a mix of early 

written cultures – from classical texts and fragments of early Christian writings, to personal letters and 

financial accounts. We'll trace the evolution of the Christian Bible, focusing on the 4th-century Codex 

Sinaiticus and the revolutionary change from scroll to book represented by this unique manuscript. 

Through another remarkable survival housed at the British Library, the Lindisfarne Gospels, we'll also 

explore key elements of the medieval culture in which it was created, and finish with a wider exploration 

of European book culture in the Middle Ages. Our first week concludes with a curator-led tour of the 

Library’s Treasures Gallery, where we'll view and discuss some of the most important manuscripts 

discussed in the session. 
 

Week 2: The writing industry (1100-1500) 

In week two we'll consider the material, economic and cultural changes in high and later medieval Europe 

and learn how these created new markets for books, and new sorts of books. We'll look at individual 

compilations and anthologies; at grand books commissioned by religious institutions to create a sense of 

awe and authority; at books paid for by the powerful and affluent to display their wealth and culture; and 

at books designed for individual devotional use, in particular the very popular and widely-distributed book 

of hours. We’ll end with a second curator-led tour of the Library’s Treasures Gallery, where we'll view and 

discuss some of greatest achievements of book production from the high medieval period. 
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Week 3: The printing industry (1450-1600s) 

The ‘Gutenberg Revolution’, which introduced printing by moveable type into Europe in the 1450s, 

marked economic and technical transformations in book production. In our third session we'll look at 

Gutenberg’s masterpiece, the 42-line bible, as well as early cheap printing of the period. The mass 

production and distribution of books raised problems of control for both the church and state, and 

we’ll also consider censorship and the granting of privileges, which were an early form of copyright. 
 

We’ll also explore the secular book trade, other cheap print such as early chapbooks and play books 

including Shakespeare’s quartos – and end by looking at the Protestant bible in English and the 

associated bible trade. We’ll close with our third curator-led tour of the Library’s Treasures Gallery to 

view remarkable examples of the early printed book in Europe. 
 

Week 4: Face-to-face with the books  

Our course culminates with the extraordinary opportunity to view and discuss a fascinating selection of 

books from the Library’s collection with our curators and the course tutor. You’ll encounter unparalleled 

examples of grand books explored in our preceding sessions, as well as thousand-year-old survivals of 

rarely-seen books that ordinary people used in their daily lives. 

 
 

Tutors 

This course is led by Professor Simon Eliot (School of Advanced Studies, University of London) with 

contributions from Dr Peter Toth (Curator of Ancient and Medieval Manuscripts, British Library) and 

Dr Karen Limper-Herz (Lead Curator of Incunabula and 16th-Century Printed Books, British Library).

 
 

Suggested Reading 
 

Simon Eliot & Jonathan Rose (eds.), The Blackwell Companion to the History of the Book (Blackwell, 2007) 
 

Scot McKendrick & Kathleen Doyle, Bible Manuscripts: 1400 Year of Scribes and Scripture (British 

Library, 2007) 
 

M T Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record (Edward Arnold, 1979)  
 

Elizabeth L Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change (Cambridge University Press, 1979) 

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

A willingness to participate in group discussion and to undertake the suggested reading will help you 

get the most from this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated start time. 

Tea, coffee and biscuits will be provided at each session. 

 
 


