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	1. A Readable Earlier  Renaissance: Small
Adjustments, Large Changes
A. E. B. Coldiron
Louisiana State University
Abstract
“Readability”of several kinds is a problem in Renaissance or early modern literature.
One way to enhance the readability of early modern texts is to adjust the (admittedly
artificial) period boundary that begins the traditional “Renaissance.” Unlike the
historically-based boundaries of regnal years (1485, 1509), a slightly earlier date,
1476, implies a conception of “Renaissance” that takes as its pivotal starting point
the establishment of the printing press in England.The earlier date thus refocuses
our analysis of the period to systems of production, distribution, and reception that
directly create and shape Renaissance literature.Such an adjustment also accomplishes
a wider category challenge,since the literature of the early print period is qualitatively
different from the more familiar literature of the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods.
This essay explains that to shift the starting point of inquiry about “Renaissance”
is to challenge the whole period concept and to invite new critical narratives about
the period that will make it more “readable” in several senses (legible, historically
comprehensible, lisible, literally accessible, etc.). The essay also reviews similar,
recent, challenges to other critical concepts in early modern studies: to authorship,
genre, theme, canon, method. Such challenges have been generative of greater
“readability” and growth in the field.
What’s unread ultimately becomes unreadable.Many Renaissance best-sellers
are nearly unreadable now, in several senses,1
and a “Renaissance” literary
canon limited to the now-readable is, at least in part, an effect of normal
human cognitive processes. As Piaget explained,we can only assimilate what
we can recognize, that for which we have mental concepts and categories
in place.2
Over time, likewise, canons include, and critics discuss, that
literature for which we have concepts, organizing categories, and critical
vocabularies. What isn’t edited, taught, reprinted in paperback, alluded to,
translated,filmed,parodied,or banned fades away like brown ink on washed
paper. However, some small adjustments to our organizing categories can
have surprisingly large effects, not only on the readability and continued
presence of specific texts in the canon, but also, on our ways of thinking
about and “reading” the whole field.
I’d like to continue, in this slightly different direction, our Editors’ initial
interrogation of perhaps the central organizing category of our discipline –
© Blackwell Publishing 2005
Literature Compass 3/1 (2005): 1–14, 10.1111/j.1741-4113.2005.00198.x
 


	2. indeed, the organizing  category of the site itself – periodization. In this
two-part essay I shall (1) suggest a very small adjustment to the Renaissance
periodization that promises large changes for the field; and (2) offer a short
and I hope encouraging review of other recent, successful, category
challenges to “Renaissance literature.”
Part One: Must we all become medievalists, then?
Marking literary periods is like trying to freeze a segment of a waterfall
so as to remove it to a heated laboratory for tests, treating as static what is
actually a moving part of dynamic onrushing history. And periodization
risks anachronism:“No one woke up and declared a Renaissance one day,”
as the saying goes. Scholars of the Renaissance have vigorously questioned
the theory and practice of literary periodization (e.g. Walker, on this site,
Falco, Marcus), and our questioning of the label itself – “early modern”
versus “Renaissance”3
– has already resulted in considerable expansions of
the field. The “early modern” label, with its focus on aspects of the period
that look toward modernity, has brought new insights into Civil War and
Interregnum literature and to its themes of religion and politics;to pamphlet
wars; to women’s literature and popular literature; to the sub-genres of
autobiography. Transitional elements bridging earlier seventeenth-century
literature and Restoration-to-eighteenth-century literature have also received
more attention in light of the whole idea of “early modernity.”The decade
of label fuss was no idle semantic quibbling. Most of us now carry the
concept“early modern”around in our heads and play it against the concept
“Renaissance” as an oscillating interrogative background to our teaching
and scholarship. So despite the impossibility of non-hypostatizing,
non-anachronistic periodization,and despite the absurdity that a movement
could suddenly begin or end in a given year, our pushing forward at the
“Renaissance” period boundary has already had real benefits.
With absurdity and impossibility firmly in mind where that hypostatizing,
anachronistic, arbitrary, post-hoc boundary is concerned, I’d nevertheless
propose that real benefits can also accrue from pushing backward.Fine efforts
in that direction have already been made, as in the essays in Herman’s
Rethinking the Henrician Era or Walker’s forthcoming Writing UnderTyranny:
English Literature and the Henrician Reformation. But we should notice that
most of this scholarship has a particular bent. In placing the “Renaissance”
line at 1485 or 1509, most work on early Tudor literature starts with
historical methods. More important, it starts with the assumption that the
salient changes in “Renaissance” derive from political history and begin
with the accession year of a Henry or an Elizabeth; or that literary changes
can be explained by thinking of them first in terms of the monarchy. Those
dates,and that historical focus,have made a kind of good sense,first because
literature is so embedded in and contingent upon historical contexts (some
kinds of literary change do make sense precisely in terms of a Henry or an
2 . Readable Earlier Renaissance
© Blackwell Publishing 2005 Literature Compass 3/1 (2005): 1–14, 10.1111/j.1741-4113.2005.00198.x
 


	3. Elizabeth or a  James), and next because the historical facts of the early
Renaissance tend to be more familiar than its largely uncanonized,unedited
literature. Let’s face it, Bosworth Field and Henry’s wives are surely better
known, even among Renaissance literature specialists, than are early
Renaissance best-sellers like the Castle of Labour, The Court of Venus, The
Shyppe of Fooles, The Fyftene Joyes of Maryage, or Caxton’s Aeneid. With the
exception of More’s Utopia, even the most now-canonical pre-Elizabethan
literature – say, the poetry of Skelton,Wyatt, or Surrey – does not hold the
place in “Renaissance” literature that later works have held. In fact,
“Renaissance literature” works out in scholarly and curricular practice to
mean late Elizabethan and Stuart literature. (Medievalists such as A. S. G.
Edwards,A. C. Spearing, Julia Boffey, and David Carlson do treat the earlier
literature, but they launch their superb work into a kind of critical
no-man’s-land.) Having borrowed historians’ and art historians’ dates and
labels, we’re left with a lopsided literary history and a weird, unhappy side
effect:of the few scholars attending to the early Renaissance,fewer still have
attended to the literary. To put it another way, master-narratives about
“Renaissance” work well in understanding late Elizabethan and Stuart
literature, but they do not describe very well even what we already know
about this earlier literature – much less do they give us a vocabulary or lines
of inquiry for understanding it better. If most scholars don’t have much to
say about early Renaissance literature, beyond its transitional function or
“drab age” impression, it’s not a conspiracy of silence, but a category
problem, a readability problem (and one with a strong connection to the
history of aesthetics or literary taste).4
Here patient readers may be thinking, “What exactly do you propose?
Any starting point can be pushed back earlier and earlier so as to write a
more complete history; remember the twelfth-century Renaissance? Are
we all, for the sake of illusory ‘full coverage,’ to become medievalists?”
No. The specific adjustment to periodization I have in mind requires neither
paleography nor much Latin,and is quite small in scale but has large potential
to change the field. It’s not so much a different starting point as a different
kind of starting point with a different rationale and focus.Instead of accepting
the historians’marker of 1485 (or 1509),and tacitly accepting that the largest
factor in a literary “Renaissance” was one Henry or other’s accession, I
would suggest starting at a more direct landmark for literature. Perhaps the
single most important event in the history of Western literature is the
invention and use of the printing press. The local manifestation in England
occurs when Caxton brings the technology from Bruges and establishes his
press at Westminster in 1476. Fourteen seventy-six: a landmark for writers,
printers, readers, censors, scholars, or anyone involved with literature – a
landmark year for literary production, distribution, and reception. If we first
acknowledge that the most radically salient contexts for English literature
changed in 1476,the consequences to the field are much larger than a mere
nine years’(or even thirty-three years’) difference would predict.By adjusting
© Blackwell Publishing 2005 Literature Compass 3/1 (2005): 1–14, 10.1111/j.1741-4113.2005.00198.x
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	4. the period line  ever so slightly, by nudging our lens into focus, we’re
suddenly looking at a whole different “Renaissance literature.”
Even the most patient and flexible readers may now balk:“What authors
are we to talk about, beyond Wyatt, Surrey, Skelton, and More? Is ‘Anon.’
available in paperback? Are we to scrounge texts from out-of-print EETS
editions, or from microfilm, or on EEBO? What about the odd genres, the
strange versification habits, and that confused, not-exactly-middle-English
orthography? This is not what we normally think of as ‘Renaissance
literature.’A third of the words look French. Half the lines don’t scan. And
those illegible typefaces!”
Indeed. The Renaissance that begins in 1476 is embedded first of all in
the change of medium and the new practices of the printers. To factor
technical and material aspects of literary production into new literary histories
of the early period,we can start by considering mise-en-page,typeface styles,
woodcuts, paper, bindings, and the like. These technical factors create the
aesthetics of early printed pages, some of which we now take for granted as
part of “Renaissance literature,” such as title pages, column divisions,
“widows” and “orphans” in typesetting (and the rhetorical and poetic
strategies all these involve),the use and placement of woodcuts,the signifying
use of multiple fonts.But all of that – not to mention bookbinding practices
and new systems of sales and distribution – begins with the radical
experiments taking place between 1476 and 1558, the date of the charter
of the Stationers’ Company. Related to such factors are the economics of
print, governmental and ecclesiastical regulations, the composition of new
readerships, and the creation of what I’ve called elsewhere a “public sphere
of early print,”Habermasian in some respects.Once we start from 1476 and
begin to consider these things,as some scholars are doing,5
other news about
Renaissance literature turns up as well.
Caxton, for instance, turns out to have been a major figure in his own
right, as printer, of course, but also as a writer of original prose and poetry,
and as an explainer of and commentator on the new literary medium (Blake,
Kuskin). Caxton’s influence on English prose style has been assessed
(Workman, Despres), but his influence on early literary genres, on English
poetics, on readerships, is significant and still largely unmapped. In verse,
his preference for printing rhyme royal and narrative couplets means that
early printed poetry shares formal features with much medieval literature
but narrows the range of topics and titles in particular directions. (“His
preference” here probably means not his own personal preference but
his shrewd businessman’s sense of a book-buying public’s preferences.) His
preference for prose romances and historiographic works means that English
Renaissance literature was first built not so much on classical or Italian texts,
as our later Renaissance critical narratives would have it, but on medieval
French texts, only some of which are versions of the classics, and on
church-Latin texts and contemporary narratives.Often these feature a heavy
didactic emphasis and a powerful reliance on exemplarity as a kind of
4 . Readable Earlier Renaissance
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	5. alternate and personalizable  auctoritas. For a number of years, Caxton was
the only game in town, singlehandedly6
re-shaping a national literature that
had existed only in manuscript copies, imitating and adapting what the
Burgundians and French were doing with presses in Bruges,Paris,and Lyons,
and placing his results before new readers in increasingly rapid
distribution. Wynkyn de Worde, Caxton’s successor, was much more
prolific, and the distinctive misogynist works, satires, and religious texts he
printed must have both shifted and responded to the changing tastes of the
reading public. Caxton and his followers, in other words, were not just
“printers,” but selectors, editors, cultural-translators, aesthetic re-shapers,
shrewd salesmen, purveyors, and creators of what would come to be
understood as “literary.”To look at literature from 1476 on in terms of a
renegotiation of medieval hierarchies of authorial functions (see e.g.Minnis)
would help us rethink the relationships between authorship and the means
of production across the whole period. To consider Renaissance literary
agency more broadly, with this focus from 1476, might help us better place
figures such as Rastell, Tottel, Ponsonby, or Thorpe (and thus, Henrician
dramatists, Elizabethan lyric poets, Spenser, or Shakespeare) in the history
of literary authorship. Even to ask “What else did this or that printer
publish?” is to shed new light on less readable parts of the literary field.
The view from 1476 also reveals the need for a reconsideration of the
chief sources and influences on English literature, rather a large project.
Such a reconsideration would place, for instance, the C. Hystoryes of Troye
(Christine de Pizan) at the center of things “Renaissance,” but since its
renovation of the classical is distinct from those we usually discuss,7
it would
recenter what we mean when we say “Renaissance.” Other recenterings
entice:not Ovid’s Heroides,but Octavien de St Gelais’s declassicizing French
version of it, features the first Dido to speak a direct soliloquy to English
readers of print (1526), with a vivid woodcut illustration and in a very
curious context. This Dido’s self-reflexive and odd proto-feminist subjectivity
might well matter to early modern literary history (but it’s “unreadable”
since no modern edition exists8
). After a period-adjustment to 1476 has
refocused emphasis on early printed works, Tasso and Ariosto would not
play as first team where historical romance or epic romance are concerned.
Instead the multiply reprinted and widely read Apollonius of Tyre, the Knight
of theTour Landry, the Ypomedon, and certainly the Roman de la Rose and the
Belle Dame Sans Merci would become central to accounts of English
Renaissance literature. This new literary history would need to draw a
comprehensible line from the Arabic calendars and almanacks of Spain, to
the early Calendriers printed in France,to the dozen or so editions of English
shepherds’ calendars printed byVérard and others between 1503 and 1550,
and then to Spenser’s Shepherdes Calender of 1579 (enriching, in the process,
the history of pastoral genres in England with consideration of these early
works’ concern for marking the passage of time, regulating daily behavior,
and observing the natural world). The Mirrour for Magistrates has been
© Blackwell Publishing 2005 Literature Compass 3/1 (2005): 1–14, 10.1111/j.1741-4113.2005.00198.x
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	6. important in the  Renaissance we know; what we know will change when
we fully factor in Laurent de Premierfait, main source for thousands of lines
of English de casibus poetry who turns the genre away from Boccaccio (as
Gathercole, Bergen, and now Nolan have shown). What narrative
of “Renaissance” might we construct to account for the decades-long
popularity of such works as the Shyppe of Fooles, the Golden Boke of Marcus
Aurelius (having as much to do with Spain as with Rome), or the didactic,
heavily illustrated working-class romance-allegory,complete with embedded
dream-vision jousting, The Castle of Labour? Have we accounted for the
economic and political discourses in allegorical poetry like the Hye Way to
the Spittal Hous? There are many more“unreadable”Renaissance best-sellers
right in the ShortTitle Catalogue.
Perhaps the most obvious refocusing, and the one I’m currently working
on, is in poetry. Petrarch, alas, for whose poetry I burn and freeze, would
have to step down from center pedestal, if we’re looking at the actual facts
of the early print record. (Not that he’d have to remove the laurel wreath,
exactly.) No Petrarch poems were printed in English until Lord Morley’s
Trionfi in 1557, and no sonnets, very few lyric poems, and few verse
translations from Italian enter English print before 1557.By Ringler’s count,
in fact, the number of lines translated from French in early print exceeds
the number of lines translated from Italian by a factor of six: six times more
lines translated from France (p. 6). France, not Italy, was England’s chief
irritant, and the production of poetry reflects this (as does the intensively
francophone character of the world of early print). The long historical
contexts further support such a focus on France as England’s most significant
cultural other (since 1066, anyway). Deanne Williams’s The French Fetish
from Chaucer to Shakespeare makes a great case for the primacy of England’s
relationship with France since the Hundred Years’War, and we know that
England and France had been mutually colonizing one another for centuries.
French language, law, and architecture, for instance, had penetrated the
language, law, and architecture of England with effects still visible after four
centuries, but the Tudors had also waged successful war (and its surrogate,
marriage) on France. Indeed, Calais was an English colony until 1558; part
of David Wallace’s Premodern Places explores this remarkable phenomenon.
Our current story about Renaissance literature, deriving as it does from
post-Burkhardtian critical paradigms,considers Italy as the major vernacular
influence on English poetry. That story works beautifully for late Elizabethan
and even early Stuart literature. But to look at the facts of early print – to
begin with 1476 – requires a wholesale critical re-orientation toward France.
Other reorientations are promising, too. We shall need to learn much
more about readerships, class, and literacy in terms of the new print
medium. And the facts of 1476 remind us that much of the literary action
was not at court, but in cities and around booksellers. We need to know
more about the economics of earlier literature, how patronage systems
evolved unevenly into a book-buying economy, how readerships developed
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	7. literary tastes over  time. Middle-class sensibility, if we can tag such a subtle,
aspiring, changeable thing with such a crude catchall term, is not the
sensibility of Henrician court poetry. (The preferred forms differ, for one
thing, and the kinds.) Yet we know that manuscript and print readerships
overlap and influence each other.Material printed in the decades after 1476
will necessarily alter mainstream concepts like“Humanism,” “Reformation,”
and “early modern gender relations.” The unreadable early Renaissance
beckons, calling to be deciphered.
PartTwo: EncouragingWords: other successful category challenges in Renaissance
literature
The unreadable may beckon, but the organizing categories of literary study
– period, authorship, genre, or theme, for instance – sometimes seem
adamant frameworks, transparent and inevitable. We necessarily base our
inquiries,our publications,our curricula,our scholarly institutions on them.
Even technologically innovative websites such as Literature Compass form
themselves on these structures. Despite the unquestionable practical utility
of leaving such structures alone,most are easily eroded or dismantled entirely
under the slightest theoretical or critical pressure. But my argument (here,
at least) is pragmatic rather than theoretical, aiming not to dismantle but to
expand what we mark as readable “Renaissance literature.”
There’s good precedent. Much of the history of Renaissance literary
criticism after the New Historicism can be seen as a series of category
challenges that have resulted in expansions of the field. Some of these
expansions are in their infancies, while others are starting to effect real
changes in understanding. For example, authorship was until recently an
unquestioned scholarly sine qua non: an indexing function as well as a
delineator of topics and a neat package for monograph and article alike. For
nearly a century the most interesting questions about authorship were those
seeking to establish or to dispute the authorship of particular texts. Until
the 1980s, when medievalists following Minnis taught us to historicize
authorship,it was taken largely for granted as a category.But for Renaissance
literary studies,“authorship” has rightly become problematized (and I’d say
generative) as a category. Quite apart from the theoretical Death Of The
Author,we are still assessing the impact of print technology on the multiple
and hierarchical functions of medieval authorship.Furthermore,a great deal
of Renaissance literature was anonymous, was produced collaboratively,
and/or was translated. Many scholars have responded to this fact of literary
history by pushing at the edges of the category “authorship” itself. Studies
of collaborative authorship, such as Heather Hirschfeld’s Joint Enterprises,
and work on commonplace books following Moss, have made it clear that
our world and the early modern world did not understand authorship in
the same way (see also Masten, Hope). Studies of manuscript circulation
(Love, Marotti, Woudhuysen), print culture (Chartier, Halasz), and
© Blackwell Publishing 2005 Literature Compass 3/1 (2005): 1–14, 10.1111/j.1741-4113.2005.00198.x
Readable Earlier Renaissance . 7
 


	8. censorship (Clegg, Loewenstein,  Patterson) have explored the institutional
structures and modes of production underpinning Renaissance authorship.
Studies of the Renaissance as a culture of translation have placed authorship
in a world context and have further challenged the related concepts of
authority/auctoritas, imitation, and subjectivity (Stierle, Hermans, Greene,
Pigman, Classe, Braden). Renaissance translation studies, in fact, with their
pervasive upending of both medieval notions of auctoritas and Romantic
notions of authorial originality, have flourished in recent years. The five
exciting sessions devoted to translation at the 2005 Renaissance Society of
America/Society for Renaissance Studies meeting in Cambridge,organized
and run by Hannibal Hamlin and others,promise a great deal of work ahead
in this growing field.Moreover,the founding and rapid growth and influence
of the Society for the History of Authorship, Reading, and Publishing
(SHARP),and its listserv SHARP-L,register our active analysis of a category
that used to be simply a tool or a matter of proof. Because of these category
challenges, we no longer take authorship for granted as transparently
functional,and the wider field has expanded accordingly and has been greatly
enriched.
Authorship,of course,is not the only organizing category of literary study
to offer such opportunities to our field.(I’ll just mention a few others briefly.)
Genre[s], for instance, cannot be accepted as fixed classificatory shorthand
when speaking of Renaissance literature, since much of the vitality of
fifteenth-, sixteenth-, and seventeenth-century literature comes precisely
from brachylogia, genre modulation, and genre mixture (Fowler, Colie,
Pigman).9
Even a supra-generic category like “poetry” gives way when we
see how very differently the term was used, usually to include drama, often
to mean something like what we now mean by “literature,” or sometimes
to exclude certain verse techniques in favor of others. At the edge of every
generic term used in Renaissance critical works (as edited in e.g. Smith,
Vickers, Springarn), one finds potential sites of new inquiry about
Renaissance thinking on form, theme, technique, rhetorical purpose – and,
on the very history and value of literature in its relation to human life.10
In
a different way,our field has recently seen a renewal of theme as a traditional
category undergoing expansion after critical pressure. At least one prominent
theme or topic, religion, has been revived in the wake of historicism (yet
not without certain discontents;see on this site Sean Benson’s“Short Shrift”
<http://www.literature-compass.com/viewpoint.asp?section=2&ref=462>).
Like religion, gender, and politics, themes of the body, science and
technology, medicine, economics, law, and so on, have been pushed by the
historicist and materialist enterprises to become more than themes.11
Such
themes serve literary discussion as they always have – as the subject matter
of literary texts – but,historicized,they may become metaphors,metonymies,
and mental constructs shaping and inflecting works of literature, enacting
conceptual schemata, revealing “Renaissance” ways of thinking. Although
some may find religion, gender, or any theme, finally tedious, it is a measure
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	9. of their importance  that such themes are now taken up for their own sake,
sometimes with little or no attention to the “literary” as previously
conceived. In healthy tension with this thematic emphasis is the revival of
the aesthetic as a viable object of literary study, renewing in Renaissance
studies the notion that literature is about much more than content. The
aesthetic may be re-emerging as a category in its own right, one that entails
special methods and vocabulary, and it seems to be gaining ground by
subsuming and surpassing previous critical approaches such as formalism or
structuralism (Dolven, Robson, Nolan).
At another level, canons are in a sense categories-made-flesh, or
mega-categories as manifested in curricula, reading lists, and institutional
forms. Canons and “The Canon” have been under sustained assault over
several decades from several directions, not just for political reasons of
inclusiveness but for pragmatic ones.12
The strong tendency toward archival
study, furthermore, has accelerated the discovery of previously
extra-canonical Renaissance texts,while new technologies have accelerated
their availability and distribution. The archival tendency and its technological
supports may prove permanently transformative. Archival studies have not
just expanded canon and category – what we study – but theory and
method – how we study it.13
Thanks to the category- and
method-challenging work of textual scholars, archivists, and material
bibliographers, we have more of the record of the literary past available to
us,and as a discipline we’re using this material to rethink prior assumptions.
Finally,much if not most recent work in early modern literature uses eclectic
methods and multiple theoretical approaches. Combined methods like
psychoanalytic-feminist criticism, or feminist-historicist criticism, or
materialist-historicist criticism, and so on, began as innovations aimed at
dealing with newly available pieces of the past and have now become
method-categories in their own right.
Clearly, friction against the major categories has been and can continue
to be most productive for Renaissance scholarship – your own work would
probably lengthen the short paragraphs above.Given such a dynamic critical
climate, and given our field’s especially rich, complex, and varied past, we’re
well placed to take advantage of what we might call“category opportunity.”
Category opportunity is not mere critical-trend-following:applying archival,
technological, and critical pressure to disciplinary categories seems to me
more durable, healthier for the field, something we can engage in actively,
thoughtfully, with coordinated intention (although the trendy will always
be with us). I’ve elsewhere argued for the thoroughgoing challenge posed
by translation studies to critical categories, a challenge especially relevant to
older literatures because they came into being in polyglot contexts
(“Translation’s Challenge”). Here I hope to have signaled a category
opportunity available to our field with only the most modest of adjustments
to periodization. To begin at 1476 is a way to begin writing the full literary
history of the English Renaissance,to refocus our attention,and to integrate
© Blackwell Publishing 2005 Literature Compass 3/1 (2005): 1–14, 10.1111/j.1741-4113.2005.00198.x
Readable Earlier Renaissance . 9
 


	10. the earlier and  later parts so as to have a more complete understanding of
the phenomena we are trying to describe.
However, the modernizing that makes old works legible and available
also, paradoxically, risks making the past less readable in the very long term
by erasing the signifying marks of its difference. Editions of what’s currently
unread could be made widely available in unmodernized but inexpensive
paperback facsimile editions with maximally helpful critical/editorial
apparatus. We could also teach the historicized reading of pages, typefaces,
spelling, lexicon, and syntax. Historical distance ought not be elided by
modernizing in the name of readability, or not without careful thought.
A mere nine years’ nudge to the period boundary: and all we have to do
now is make the texts available, make them “readable” in several senses
without ignoring historical distance, and develop a critical vocabulary and
some master narratives for talking about them.
Notes
Thanks to Tony Hasler for excellent editorial advice; thanks to Nicholas Crawford for helpful
insights.
1 Readability is a problem in early modern literatures in the Kristevan sense of le lisible, but also
more directly in that texts are often literally illegible (due to damage,fading,or palimpsests).Some
early typefaces (e.g. blackletter, once an innovation in clarity) are now so unfamiliar as to make
them illegible for some readers. Word meanings change,syntax habits change,and topical material
requires historical knowledge few readers now have. Allusions are lost, intertexts are missed, song
tunes, jokes, and proverbs forgotten. Some genres – for instance, satire – are especially vulnerable
to the effacements of time, relying as they do on the reader to have very specific contexts and
allusions in mind.
2 Learning involves assimilation, or placing material into known categories, followed by
accommodation,creating new conceptual frames for new material that is outside known categories.
Piaget observed these alternating processes of assimilation and accommodation in individuals, and
it seems to me that for a collectivity like a scholarly field to “learn,” a similar kind of
accommodation-assimilation takes place over time, at least as long as new material that doesn’t fit
the old categories can be “read,” that is, brought forth to expand known categories and create
new ones.
3 “Early modern” emphasizes those aspects of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century literature that
look ahead to modernity, where “Renaissance” emphasizes those aspects that look back to
renovation of the classical past (Marcus). It’s worth noting that “early modern” was a linguists’
and historians’term before it reached Renaissance literary studies; “Renaissance”came to us mostly
from art history and Italian studies, as a quick search of scholarly databases reveals. For an early
use, see Thorndike.
4 C. S. Lewis, whom I find an acute reader of literature, famously finds this earlier literary period
a“drab age”;his judgment makes best sense not in absolute terms but as an index to the sensibility
of his moment, which was formed by precisely the canonical process that have been described by
Bourdieu and Guillory; I think that the readability problem, in other words, extends to aesthetic
judgments. I find A. C. Spearing equally acute reading the age as transitional, and he gives us a
vocabulary for connecting Chaucer to Spenser (for instance). I would like to imagine further,
unexpected transitional lines, say, between Caxton and Shakespeare, between Skelton and
Gascoigne, or between Barclay and Drummond of Hawthornden, or between Hawes and Daniel.
5 Cartwright, Foot, Gwara, Panzuto, Boffey, Driver, Clegg, Brown, and Luborsky.
6 Or rather, with the help of Anthony Woodville and Margaret of Burgundy, both of whom gave
literary assistance beyond bare patronage (providing and suggesting literary texts); which recalls
that 1476 was also a landmark in the economics of literary production: patronage and sales to
10 . Readable Earlier Renaissance
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	11. readers begin to  co-exist at this time, which is an important feature of later Renaissance literature
as well.
7 Differing from,for example,Aeneid-translators Gavin Douglas,Henry Howard,Phaer,Turberville,
et al., not to mention Caxton himself, working from a French Aeneid.
8 A. Coldiron, Gender, Translation, and Print Poetics 1476–1558 (Burlington, VT: Ashgate,
forthcoming) will provide transcriptions of this and several other early printed unreadables.
9 Elegy, satire, pastoral, epyllion, and so on, were dynamic and organic kinds. Individual poems
modulating and mixing genres invite attention to the edges of the genres-categories, which then
reveal themselves as events in an ever-changing kaleidoscope,rather than as static boxes into which
we can slot static literary objects.
10 Puttenham, for one, often slips from discussing genre to discussing mores, from explaining
technique to explaining what it means to be civilized, from judging poetic form to judging social
forms, and so on.
11 As literary scholars have re-focused on context,their forays into interdisciplinary and contextual
work have heightened our sense of historical distance. Religion, economics, science, or other
such themes,and the terms used to discuss them,meant something,we now generally understand,
quite different to writers then.
12 Feminist scholars have added many names to the canon with editions, anthologies, teaching
texts, and scholarship (Travitsky and Prescott, Hannay, Hannay and Woods, Krontiris et al.).
Historicists have included texts formerly thought of as“non-literary”or contextual (not only many
prose documents but also objects, images, clothing, or social and semiotic practices (Fumerton,
Jones and Stallybrass). Anthropological studies of the carnavalesque, of popular culture, and of
daily life have, after nearly a century of work following Louis B. Wright, adjusted somewhat the
list of “must-reads”of Renaissance literature (Burke, Davis).
13 Major works such as Leah Marcus’s Unediting the Renaissance and her follow-up “Confessions
of a Reformed Uneditor” have made, one hopes, permanent changes in scholars’ understanding
that original texts carry signifying dimensions that modern editions too often erase or alter. The
thriving subfield of “History of the Book,” informed by the post-Bowers textual scholarship
of Thomas Tanselle, D. C. Greetham, or Jerome McGann, and extended into the Renaissance
by Chartier, Maguire, Gants, Blayney, Marcus, Berger, and many others, has attuned individual
scholars, teachers, editors, and presses to original textuality. Studies of marginalia have expanded
not only what we study but how and where we look on the page itself, and how we speak of the
act of writing (Sherman, Slights).
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