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Course Description: Cultural history of the Early Modern Book in Europe 
 
This course offers an overview of current topics in the field of early modern book history. It 
discusses theories and approaches and investigates the multifaceted process of production, 
circulation and consumption. It will explore different topics, sources, methods and research 
traditions. The topics we deal with connect to the wider fields of the history of science and of 
cultural, social-economic and media history. In the separate lectures we focus on specific 
case studies as well as on a wider European and comparative perspective.  
 
Schedule 
Lun 18 marzo 
14.30-16.30 

Sala edizioni pregiate Studying the early modern book: models, 
approaches and relevancy 

Mer 20 marzo 
10.30-12.30 

Crociera alta di studi 
umanistici 

The European dimensions of popular print 
culture 

Gio 21 marzo 
12.30-14.30 

Aula Elena Brambilla Almanacs, astrology and the impact of 
popular print 

Mer 3 aprile 
10.30-12.30 

Aula Elena Brambilla Censorship, repression and the early 
modern book 

Gio 4 aprile 
12.30-14.30 

Aula Elena Brambilla Collaboration and conflict between 
sedentary and itinerant book trade  

Ven 5 aprile 
10.30-12.30 

Aula Elena Brambilla The visual and literary representation of 
street sellers and singers 

Mar 9 aprile 
14.30-16.30 

Aula 102 The rise of children’s literature 
 

Mer 10 aprile 
10.30-12.30 

Aula Elena Brambilla Cheap prints and popularization processes 

Gio 11 aprile 
14.30-16.30 

Aula 400 Pills, print, publishers and book sellers in 
the early modern medical market 

Lun 15 aprile 
14.30-16.30 

Aula 517 The impact of new (popular) media on 
reading practices  

 
 
Lectures:  
 

1. Lunedì 18 Marzo, 14.30-16.30, sala Edizioni pregiate della Biblioteca di studi storici   
Studying the early modern book: models, approaches and relevancy 

 
This introductory lecture discusses the different ways the early modern book is studied. We 
will look at old and new models to describe the production, distribution and consumption of 
books. We will also look at theories used in cultural history and sociology. Furthermore the 
relevancy of book history in the broader field if cultural history is discussed. Finally, we will 



look at the benefits of new digital tools for formulating new research questions and for 
applying new methodologies.   
 

2. Mercoledì 20 Marzo, 10.30-12.30, aula Crociera alta di Studi umanistici 
The European dimensions of popular print culture 

 
Recent research has revealed that popular print culture had strong European characteristics 
and an often transnational infrastructure. This lecture will focus on the question how 
European popular print culture was in the early modern period. It will define the concept 
‘popular print’, explore the wealth of European genres, peruse the different sources for 
research and test the use of innovative, electronic research tools. 
 

3. Giovedì 21 marzo, 12.30-14.30, aula Elena Brambilla del Dipartimento di studi storici 
Almanacs, astrology and the impact of popular print 

 
This lecture will focus on the question how early modern almanacs disseminated ideas about 
astrology, astronomy and medicine in Europe. We will look at the calendar function, the 
medical content, the astrological/astronomical information and the entertaining function. 
Issues about production, distribution and reception/use of these popular books will be 
discussed as well. 
 

4. Mercoledì 3 aprile, 10.30-14.30, aula Elena Brambilla del Dipartimento di studi storici 
Censorship, repression and the early modern book 

 
In this lecture ecclesiastical and secular forms of formal and informal censorship are center 
stage. We will discuss current research on the features and effectiveness of censorship in 
different European societies. Besides that we study the emergence of free speech and the 
ideology behind tolerance.  
 

5. Giovedì 4 aprile, 12.30-14.30, aula Elena Brambilla del Dipartimento di studi storici 
Collaboration and conflict between sedentary and itinerant book trade  

 
In this lecture we will focus on the strained relation between official (established) book 
sellers and irregular and itinerant book sellers (pedlars, street sellers). How can be categorize 
these different groups, to what extent do they collaborate and what is the impact of itinerant 
trade on the dissemination of political and scientific ideas? 
 

6. Venerdì 5 aprile, 10.30-12.30, aula Elena Brambilla del Dipartimento di studi storici 
The visual and literary representation of street sellers and singers 

 
In this lecture we explore the visual and literary representations of street sellers and ballad 
singers. This in order to determine how artifacts can supplement archival and bibliographical 



source material. Important is also to determine what the social, cultural and political function 
of these representations were and what the long-term effect of specific images was.  
 

7. Martedì 9 aprile, 14.30-16.30, aula 102  
The rise of children’s literature 

 
This lecture discusses the emergence of children’s books in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
century. The following questions will be addressed: What were the first genres and texts that 
were specifically aimed at children? What was the relation between popular print and the rise 
of children’s literature? How did authors, publishers and booksellers create a specific market 
for children’s books? What do we know about translation policies? What is connection 
between children’s literature and school books? 
 

8. Mercoledì 10 aprile, 10.30-12.30, aula Elena Brambilla del Dipartimento di studi 
storici 
Cheap prints and popularization processes 

 
This lecture is about the important, intermediary role of penny prints for the translation, 
adaption and popularization of European narratives (Faust, Robert the Devil, Cartouche etc.). 
Penny prints can be considered an a very cheap, early modern mass medium, reaching a wide 
audience in many European countries. We will discuss the production and distribution 
strategies, as well as the popularization processes. Included is also a discussion about the 
relation between text and image. Besides that we study the ephemeral character of this 
material and the important role of collectors and collections. 
 

9. Giovedì 11 aprile, 14.30-16.30, aula III via s. Antonio 
Pills, print, publishers and book sellers in the early modern medical market 

 
In this lecture I will focus on eighteenth-century publishing strategies that were applied to  
convince clients and patients of the skills and reputation of medical practitioners. I will on the 
one hand discuss cheap ephemeral material such as advertisements, leaflets and 
announcements and on the other hand on print material with more durability and/or a broader 
geographical diffusion such as medical textbooks, pamphlets and printed letters. I will also 
discuss the importance of public spaces such as bookshops, squares and coffeehouses that  
facilitated communication between patients, medical practitioners and book sellers.  
 

10. Lunedì 15 aprile, 14.30-16.30, aula 517 
The impact of new (popular) media on reading practices  

 
This is a lecture about the strategies of publishers and tactics of readers in the domain of 
reading practices in the early modern era. How do publishers reach and address their potential 
readers (materiality, paratext, promotion) and how do readers obtain, read and appropriate 
reading material (buying, borrowing, reading, reflecting)? In this lecture we will also discuss 



and evaluate different qualitative and quantitative methods of research. What is for instance 
the value of ego documents (diaries, letters), book sellers administrations, reading experience 
databases and visual sources?  


