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Description of Objective 

This activity aims to instill a critical way of rhetorically reading the circulation of physical texts throughout time and 

show how material realities of texts are often reflections of the technological moment in which they are created. 

This activity works for studies in literature, material book culture, cultures of reading, linguistics, art, history, and 

of course, rhetoric and composition.  

Details on How Students Engage with Activity 

Note: 1) This activity can work in the classroom (if the instructor has old books related to the course material) or 

through an appointment with a librarian or archivist, if available. 2) This activity works best following an activity 

that asks students to close read a passage from whichever text you plan to us. Have students place this reading in 

its historical and social context as it relates to your course themes and objectives. Close reading a passage through 

the lens of some salient historical facts about the author, their location, or the context surrounding the writing or 

publishing of the text has worked well for me in the past. 

Time total: Based on how much you focus on each step and question and how much discussion you have, this is a 

very flexible activity. I have been a part of this activity in a 3-hour graduate seminar and adapted it for a 75-minute 

undergrad section. Oh! Pro-tip: Don’t forget to allow time to congregate and settling wherever you will be meeting. 

 

For this activity, I have brought students to a pre-arranged meeting with our school’s archivist to view some of 

William Morris’s texts published at the Kelmscott Press. Depending on what you are reading in class, you might 

have them highlight different texts such as Chaucer or News from Nowhere, which is what I have used in the past. 

Beforehand, we have a whole-class conversation about the basics: clean hands, how to hold the spines of older 

books, and the best way to turn pages and set the books down. 

With our focus on the text we read for class (e.g., News from Nowhere), I encourage them to take notice of the 

binding and layout of Morris’s original texts. The handcraftedness of the text speaks to the time and labor it took 

to produce these documents. The careful details from page length to ink density shows the level of intention that 

went into producing these books. ? 

 

Depending on the layout of the space, let students walk around, look at, pick up and hold (if permissible), and 

engage with the texts as much as possible. While doing so, I ask them a series of questions (kind of time-released 

throughout the session). First, I might ask them to notice:  

• The quality of paper and the (un)evenness of the page ends 

• The method for binding the book (i.e., codex) 

• The placement of illuminations to words and other design features 

I encourage students to look compare and contrast the materials and design of their modern version of this text 

with the first edition. I ask them: 

• How do the different objects imply different audiences? 

• How is a book (codex) more than just the text on a page? 

Following the visit: I ask students to reflect on how seeing these books in their original material context change or 

alter their understanding of the modern copy they originally read?  

Post-Activity Notes & Reflection 

I have seen students genuinely connect and respond critically to holding, touching, and feeling “old books.” It is an 

incredibly moving experience that is important to any study within the humanities. Having the chance to physically 

engage with books from the past gives students a connection to texts in a way that screens often obscure. Seeing 

these books in their original form also helps students think more critically about the rhetorical situation for 

documents online that may have been scanned and uploaded or archived in a digital form. 


