
LITERARY FORM AFTER MATTER, 1500-1700 
Questions for Consideration 

 
❖ What is particular about literary form, as opposed to notions of form in other 

disciplines? Has the material turn modified our sense of literary form? 
 
❖ What kinds of attention do we give to material objects and texts, and how do they 

differ from the forms of attention we give to literary texts? Might this attention 
be usefully explained by influential recent descriptions of, for example, ‘surface 
reading’ (Best and Marcus 2009) or a descriptive kind of reading that is ‘close 
but not deep’ (Love 2010)? Are there tools and methods we bring to matter that 
we discard for analysis of form – and vice versa? 

 
❖ Is there a point at which literary OR material form has to take priority? How do 

we identify that, and does it have a cost in our scholarship?  
 
❖ How might form, like matter, have real effects in the moment(s) of its 

production, or across time (Bruster 2007)? What work does form do (Scott-
Baumann and Burton 2014)? Is it the same work as that of matter?  

 
❖ Is form fundamental or particular? Is form something that is widely applicable 

across texts, objects, even politics and social organisations (Levine 2014)? Or is 
form something specific that is most useful in a very local context (Kramnick and 
Nersessian 2017)?  

 
❖ Does attending to matter restrict our sense of form? For instance, if material 

objects have existed in various times and places, might we miss something by 
attending to a particular notion of form at only one moment in its history? 

 
❖ What aspects of the intersections of form and matter under discussion at this 

conference are particular to the early modern period? How do you think we 
might approach these questions differently from colleagues in other periods—
and what can we as early modernists learn from these colleagues?  

 
❖ Similarly, how do these questions and intersections vary across geographical 

regions? Most of our papers focus on Britain, but what connections or 
contradictions do you find in other territories?  

 
❖ How does our work on literary form and matter intersect with that of other 

professions (librarians, archivists, curators, conservators) and with other 
disciplines (history, art history, history of science, archaeology)? Where is their 
work in ours, and vice versa? 

 
❖ How do questions of form and matter relate to questions of access? Does reliance 

on the archival object encourage a particularity of analysis which might exclude 
those who are unable to gain access to this material? Are there any recent 
initiatives which might help circumvent such a problem? 

 
❖ Does attention to literary form define the study of literature, and give the 

discipline an identity amongst increasing interdisciplinarity? If so, how does 
attention to matter complicate this? Or shore it up? 


