Towards a theory of book-trade networks

John Hinks

This is the second of three workshops funded by the British Academy. My aim in this session
is to outline where my research is ‘coming from’ as well as where it’s going. It began, in a
sense, with my PhD [Loughborough University, 2002] research on the history of the book
trade in Leicester. | identified many connections between book-trade people in Leicester and
elsewhere: quite a surprising number, especially at regional level, with a definite leaning
towards the East Midlands and East Anglia; other important connections were with book-
trade practitioners in London. My postdoctoral research — working at the University of

Birmingham with Dr Maureen Bell to develop the British Book Trade Index (BBTI) into a web-

based resource and to test it as a research tool, especially the BBTI urban book trade

research project’ — sustained my interest in book-trade networks and ‘communities’.

| had already floated some thoughts about radical communities of print in a conference

paper at the University of Edinburgh in April 2002: Radical Communities of Print in England?

A theory with some examples from 1790 to 1850. In addition, | had presented a paper the

Printing Historical Society’s conference at the University of Reading in January 2002: Local
and regional Studies of Printing History: Context and Content, which was subsequently

published in the society’s Journal.?

When the AHRC-funded BBTI project at Birmingham ended, on 31 March 2005, | began my
current research, here at Leicester, funded by the British Academy. The original aim of this
research was ‘to explore the extent and nature of communities in the book trade from the
lapse of the Printing (Licensing) Act in 1695 (which removed restrictions on provincial

printing) to 1850, with a particular focus on towns in the English Midlands and East Anglia’.

[More detail here.]
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http://www.bbti.bham.ac.uk/
http://www.bbti.bham.ac.uk/communities/versatile%20text%20paper.pdf
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The original plan was to study three types of community:
e within the book trade
e between the book trade and authors
e between the book trade and readers
The first of these, in particular, was to be studied on a regional basis (the Midlands and East

Anglia).

Perhaps | should have realised at the outset that the scope of this research was much too
broad. What | had planned to do was simply not achievable within the two years allocated to
the project. In addition my research has been delayed several times by persistent minor
health problems and the British Academy has agreed to extend the period of research to 31
March 2009.

NOTE: the remainder of this session was an informal discussion of a number of issues based
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Figure 2.2 A sociogram: the sociometric star







