WHY DOES EVOLUTION MAT TER?
CLASS 6: BOOKS, LITERATURE AND LEISURE

In this class, we will consider how books and novels have evolved through different
formats, styles and practices that reflect the societies producing them. We’ll then turn
to the topic of leisure and free time, looking at how these have evolved in society over
time. You’ll have the chance to consider these topics in your own competition entries—
and remember, top entries have the chance to win prizes!
Keep in mind you are not expected to read every class cover to cover: we’ve provided
lots of links to further reading and extra material, but you are welcome to focus on
what is most interesting to you!

IN THIS CLASS:

The evolution of the book: A brief history..........................................2
Evolving stories: A brief chronological overview of the novel.............7
Oxplore: Is it OK to ban certain books?...............................................8
Leisure and technological change.......................................................9
Oxplore: Can money buy happiness?..................................................10
Oxplore: Should we work five days a week?.......................................10

subjects covered: Economics, History of Art, Literature
release date: 20 January 2021

COMPETITIONS & PRIZES

competition deadline: 3 February 2021

We encourage you to participate in as many competitions as you can,
but they are not compulsory. After the deadline for each competition,
2 winners will be awarded with Amazon vouchers and top entries will
be published on Inspire Digital.
How to submit your entry:
• Complete your competition entry and make sure it follows the guidelines
listed for that competition
• Fill out the competition cover sheet
• Email your entry and your cover sheet to us at
inspire@sjc.ox.ac.uk

The deadline for all competition entries for Class 6 is 5pm
on Wednesday 3 February 2021.

COMPETITIONS:

Competition 11: Carolingian minuscule .............................................6
Competition 12: Leisure and technological change............................10
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The oldest text at the St John’s
College Library: P.Oxy. 1676

subjects covered:
English, History of Art

THE EVOLUTION OF THE BOOK:
A BRIEF HISTORY

Click here to read
this article on Inspire
Digital!

For over 1,600 years, the book has existed as a collection of rectangular sheets of
parchment or paper with text and/or illustrations, folded into pages, bound together,
and covered by a binding. In Western Europe, the book transformed from an expensive,
hand-made product for the learned, rich and powerful to a cheap, industriallyproduced commodity for everyone.
Before the book
Paper, parchment and even the
book format itself are relatively recent
creations. In Graeco-Roman antiquity,
people mostly wrote on papyrus (made
from the Cyperus papyrus plant). Papyri
containing long texts were not bound
but rolled into scrolls.
St John’s oldest text is this papyrus

The medieval book
Medievalists like to speak of manuscripts
(< Latin manus ‘hand’ + scriptus ‘written’)
rather than books, emphasising that
medieval books were written by hand. All
materials were produced by hand, most
importantly parchment, which was made
from animal skins. It not only replaced
papyrus, but because it could be folded
and bound it was crucial for the success
of the book format. The basic steps of the
manuscript production remained the same
throughout the Middle Ages.
This video from the Getty Museum
will guide you through the key stages (for
more details check out the British Library’s
videos):

found in a trash pit of Oxyrhynus, Egypt.
In this 3rd century CE letter, Flavius
Herculanus informs Aplonarion that
(s)he was sorry she and her husband
hadn’t been at his son’s birthday party.
The digitisation of this letter shows the
material of the dried papyrus plant in
detail.
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Though the basic processes remained the same, conventions and styles in handwriting
and decoration gradually evolved over time and within regions. Nowadays scholars use
these developments and variations to determine a manuscript’s date and provenance
(their origin and history). Have a look at the six ordinary medieval manuscripts to the
right, and consider how they are alike and how they differ from one another.
In Western Europe, the success of the book was facilitated by the spread of
Christianity. Learning and book production were the domain the Church, monasteries
in particular. Schools at the time were monastic schools and university students studied
theology before anything else. The predominant subject matter of books was theology.
St John’s famous early 12th-century Computus from Thorney Abbey, Cambridgeshire,
shows how mathematics, astronomy, and even cryptology were used for theological
purposes, namely the calculation of the Easter date.
You can browse through this fascinating manuscript here.
As written documents became more important for ruling kingdoms, royal scriptoria
were established for day-to-day administrative and legal matters. With the increase of
literacy among royal and aristocratic circles, a demand for books of all kinds of subjects
evolved. A late medieval example of that development is this volume of French astrological
texts, once commissioned and owned by King Charles V of France (1338-1380):

12th c. Orosius, History
(MS 95)

11th c. Ælfric, Grammar
(MS 154)

13th c. Bible (MS 29)

14th c. Gilbert the Englishman,
Compendium medicine
(MS 108)

Click on any of the
manuscript pages in
this article to see the
images at full size!

14th c. (MS 164)
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13th c. legal manuscript
Justinian, Digest (MS 24)

15th c. John Arderne,
[Medical] Works (MS 86)

By the 13th century, “commercial” scriptoria,
where writing could be commissioned, had
gradually emerged. Universities especially
contributed to the spread of secular scriptoria (or
ateliers) and the emergence of an international
book market. In the late Middle Ages, manuscripts
were mass produced, as evidenced by St John’s
late 15th-century Statutes of England:

Watch this video
produced by the
Cambridge University
Library to see how the
15th-century printing
press worked.

A good supplement
is this shorter video
from the Folger
Library.

What do you think,
manuscript or
printed book?
This is St John’s oldest
printed book: Cicero’s
De officio, printed
by Peter Schoeffer
and Johannes Fust,
former associates of
Gutenberg’s, in Mainz
in 1465

Over 20 copies of these statutes written by
the same scribe who wrote St John’s copy have
survived to this day. In addition, other surviving
manuscripts’ decorations can be associated with
the same London atelier in which this manuscript
was decorated and illustrated.

The printing press
Johannes Gutenberg invented printing with
movable types in Mainz (Germany) in the 1450s,
when the commercial mass production of books
and a flourishing international book trade already
existed. Coming from an artisan/merchant
background, Gutenberg could in today’s
parlance be described as an entrepreneur, and
as such he wanted his invention to earn himself
and his financiers money.
The success of his invention rested on the
movable types, i.e. individual letters made
from lead which could be arranged to print one
page, separated and then re-arranged to print a
different page. Moreover, worn types could be
quickly replaced with the help of a matrix (or
mould). This allowed printers to create an infinite
number of each letter in the exact same type.
Fortuitously, paper, which was a rare commodity
in Europe between the 11th and 14th century,
had become more widespread during the late
Middle Ages. Produced from cloth fibres rather
than animals, it was faster, easier and cheaper
to produce in large quantities.
Printed books did not replace manuscript
books overnight. Printing and manuscript
production co-existed for at least 50 years.
As the appearance of the book changed only
very slowly, it can be a challenge to distinguish
between a manuscript and an early printed
book. Look at the image to the left. What do you
think, manuscript or printed book?
William Caxton (1422-1491) brought the first
printing press to England in the 1470s. Today
Caxton is best known for his editions of Geoffrey
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. After Caxton printed
the first edition in 1476, a customer complained
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that the text did not match their manuscript copy. Caxton used that customer’s manuscript
(now sadly lost) to produce a second edition in 1483 with slightly different readings and
the addition of woodcuts. The Canterbury Tales include vivid descriptions of all classes of
the late medieval society. These are reflected in the books’ woodcuts and an early owner
of the St John’s copy commissioned an illustrator to colour them by hand.

Wife of Bath

Knight

Early woodcuts in books were rather
clumsy, because text and woodcuts
remained separate entities. The first
printed book to successfully integrate
woodcuts with text was the so-called
Nuremberg Chronicle in 1493.
Have a look at this hand-coloured
copy in the Cambridge University Library
and this video from the Victoria and
Albert Museum about how woodcuts
were made in the early days of printing.

Cook

A surprisingly late development of book production is the title-page, which
became a standard feature only around 1500. This development introduced an
interesting shift in emphasis from the printer (the artisan) to the publisher (the
businessman).

Thomas More,
Epigrammata (Basel:
Johann Froben, 1520)
First edition, Woodcut
design by Hans Holbein
(now at St John’s)

The so-called
Second Folio

Second impression of the
first edition

Books in the Industrial Revolution and Digital Revolution
Although books were not written by hand anymore, they were still produced
by hand. Moreover, printed books, although more widespread and cheaper than
manuscripts, were still products for the rich and educated. The next key development
in book production arrived with the Industrial Revolution and the invention of the
steam engine. The era of industrial printing began in the first half of the 19th century.
Next to the steam engine the crucial invention was a rotary cylinder, which replaced
the flat surface for paper when being printed.
This video tells the early story of industrial printing.
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Books were finally set to become products for the masses. The ability to print millions
of copies in a comparatively short space of time and with comparatively little effort made
books cheaper and affordable (first for the growing middle class and eventually for the
working class, too). Industrial printing spread and enabled new discoveries, scientific and
political progress, literature etc. around the globe.

COMPETITION 11:
CAROLINGIAN MINUSCULE
St Johns’ oldest book is this late
9th-century Brittany Gospel,
written in a style of handwriting
(script) called “Carolingian
minuscule”. This most important
of all scripts was created during
the educational reform initiated
by Emperor Charlemagne (748814) as a uniform standard to
supersede all “national” scripts.
Even today’s basic letter forms
(except for our round ‘s’) echo
this script.
Can you identify individual
letters or even entire words?
Try to transcribe the section
below using today’s alphabet,
and discuss anything you find
interesting or noteworthy about
this transcription.

Up to the late 20th century, this would have been the end of the story. In the late
1990s, however, the so-called Digital Revolution introduced e-books (electronic books),
which soared to popularity in the first decade of the 21st century due to increasingly
convenient and affordable reading devices.
Today, books are virtually never written by hand anymore, but just like manuscripts
and printed books existed side-by-side for a while, printed books and e-books co-exist
today. Do you think future generations will still have printed books?

CLICK HERE TO SUBMIT
YOUR ANSWER

Dr Petra Hofmann, College Librarian, St John’s College
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EVOLVING STORIES: A BRIEF
CHRONOLOGICAL OVERVIEW
OF THE NOVEL

Click here to read
this article on Inspire
Digital!

Evolution is not simply a scientific phenomenon. In the
humanities, it is as important to examine the process by
which something becomes the object we know today as to examine the object itself.
The novel, or the idea of a piece of
fictional prose being strung out into a
long connected story to be read, is a
fairly recent occurrence. In England,
one of the earliest claimants to the title
of ‘oldest novel’ is Sir Philip Sidney’s
The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia.
Sidney’s ‘novel’ was written during
the English Renaissance, a period
characterised by poetry and the lyric

style, famous for long series of verse
such as Spenser’s The Faerie Queen.
Symbolism, analogy and concealed
homage were the favoured devices of
art, with fiction borrowing inspiration
and narratives from the Classical
stories of Greece and Rome. Arcadia is
special in that it is prose fiction, highly
uncommon for the time, as prose was
typically reserved for philosophical

pamphlets. Arcadia’s Romantic narrative
features knights, mistaken identities and
magic, actively blending the fantastical
themes of Renaissance poetry with the
more substantial style and freedoms
that prose allows. Sidney, who is more
commonly known today as a poet for his
sonnet series Astrophil and Stella, died
before he could finish the second draft. His
sister, the Countess of Pembroke, took it on
herself to put together the ending from the
notes he left, hence the title, The Countess
of Pembroke’s Arcadia.
When the Restoration era arrived,
however, much had changed in England.
One civil war had deposed the monarchy,
and another had brought it back, the Bible
was translated into English and, to top it all
off, political tensions between the Crown
and the Commonwealth (the remains of
Oliver Cromwell’s English Republic) were
at their peak. This period produced an age
of writing that felt estranged from fantasy:
chivalry was out; sarcastic prose and
epistolary novels were in. Epistolary novels,
a form of storytelling where the narrative is
told entirely via letters exchanged between
characters, marked this age’s turn toward
private and personal subject matter. Whilst
Aphra Behn’s Love Letters Between a NobleMan and his Sister is the first novel of this
time to successfully play with the epistolary
form, Samuel Richardson’s Pamela, a tale of
‘virtue rewarded’, was the first substantial
narrative to be published in this format.
In contrast to the very serious manner in
which it is read today, Pamela was originally

much ridiculed as its premise was alien
to readers of the time. It puzzled a
generation of predominantly wealthy
male readers that a servant girl would
take time between doing the maid’s
work, defending her virtue and sleeping
to write detailed accounts of her life
in letters to her parents. Whilst the
manner of Pamela’s journey from maid
to Mrs. has been studied extensively,
the fact that the fictional Pamela is able
to physically write her own story is an
important step in the development
of the novel. Pamela is literate, which
suggests a shifting view of the servant
class in England: the elite were
becoming interested in telling stories
from new viewpoints, other than their
own.
Whilst novels like Pamela did
point towards examining the human
experience at all levels of society, it
was not until the Victorian era that
this trend began in earnest. Unlike the
novels of the Restoration, Victorian
novels actively encouraged a socially
conscious empathy in their readers.
This pivot came at the peak of Britain’s
industrial advancement, with new
trade opening up around the globe and
the popularisation of serialised stories
in newspapers and magazines. Even
though the industries of steel, iron
and cotton allowed for better working
class education and rights, the gap
between the wealthiest and poorest
was vast. Despite the wealth gap, the
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overpopulation of dense cities like
London meant that the both ends of the
English social hierarchy (and everyone
in-between) had never lived closer
together. As a result, the suffering of
the working class could no longer be
ignored by their employers. Nowhere
is this better reflected than in the
fiction of the time. Oliver Twist and A
Christmas Carol, two tales that discuss
the impact of privilege and social
responsibility, are famous examples of
this type of literature. Charles Dickens’
signature blend of morality and satire
has given these novels landmark
status. The Victorian age not only saw
the publication of stories with more
complex female characters, such as
those seen in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s
The Scarlet Letter and Thomas Hardy’s
Far From the Madding Crowd, but also
female voices writing those stories.
The three Brontë sisters, Charlotte,
Emily and Anne, took the idealised
picture of the Victorian woman to task
in their novels, Jane Eyre, Wuthering
Heights and Agnes Grey, and built on
their own experiences as governesses
(women employed to privately educate
children) to examine what it meant to
be a thinking and feeling woman at
this time. Ultimately, the Victorian era
changed the standards of the novel
for the reader. A fictional story now
required a reader to do more than
observe: it demanded a moral reaction
or self-improvement from the reader.

After a few hundred years of the
standard novel, Modernist writers such
as Virginia Woolf and James Joyce in the
twentieth-century reimagined the language
and style associated with novelistic writing.
Both writers kept the basic outline of a
novel, a narrative with plot, but played with
its conventions. In Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway,
the events take place over the course of
a single day, but the character’s stream
of consciousness plays with the narrative
structure, merging memories of the past
with the present. This is further complicated
by Woolf’s striking mix of direct and indirect
speech, blurring the lines between narrator,
character and situation. Joyce’s Ulysses takes
this one step further, creating a stream of
consciousness narrative set over the course
of a day in Dublin that has little to no syntax
or grammar, but is rich in allusions, puns and
parody. This fragmentary style of novel was
written during the First World War, a period
that shattered not only the conventions of
society, but the conventions of the art which
society produced.
Clearly, there is no one-size-fits-all
definition or criteria for a novel’s content,
structure or style. Authors shape what it
means to write a piece of published fiction
as much as the storyline contained within
the fiction they create. To some extent,
novels take the structural shape of the era
and author that produce them, a standard
that applies equally to the novels produced
in our lifetimes.

FURTHER READING:

The rise of the novel (from the British Library)
What was Modernism? (from the Victoria & Albert Museum)
Modernism in literature
The realistic novel in the Victorian era
Elizabethan poetry and prose

OXPLORE: IS IT OK TO BAN CERTAIN
BOOKS?

Ella Khan, former Assistant Access &
Outreach Officer at St John’s College

ST JOHN’S PRE-GCSE INSPIRE PROGRAMME: YEAR 10
inspire@sjc.ox.ac.uk
sjcinspire.com
Designed by Maren Fichter,
Inspire Project Support Officer

CLASS 6:
BOOKS, LITERATURE AND LEISURE

PAGE 8 / 10
Back to contents

LEISURE AND TECHNOLOGICAL
CHANGE
As culture has evolved, so has the way we spend our leisure
time. Dr Severine Toussaert investigates how the evolution
of technology has impacted our leisure time – and how the
digital economy affects the leisure economy.
The digital economy has a
tremendous impact on our lives,
including the way we allocate our time
to various activities. Think about the
amount of time you spend on your
screen(s), whether it is a smartphone, a
desktop or lap computer, a tablet, and
of course, a TV (possibly connected to
a video game console). In a 2019 UK
survey, respondents reported using

subjects covered:
Economics
Click here to read
this article on Inspire
Digital!

their phone an average of nearly 3.5
hours per day (and nearly 4 hours for
the 16-24 year olds). One consequence
of this phenomenon is that our time,
our attention and our personal data
have become incredibly valuable assets
for businesses.
To understand the profound impact
that the digital economy has had on our
leisure time and the type of activities

we pursue, let’s first think about how the
discipline of economics conceptualises
leisure. In economics, we study how to best
allocate scarce resources with alternative
uses (see Robbins [1932] and a discussion
here). One scarce resource we have is time,
which for simplicity we assume can be
spent on two broad categories, work and
leisure. Time allocation decisions have been
studied in economics for a very long time,
especially since the influential paper of Gary
Becker (1965). Like any other good, leisure
has a price (“there is no free lunch” for an
economist). What is the price of an hour of
leisure? It is the opportunity cost of giving
up one hour of (hopefully productive) work.
Technological change has had a profound
impact on the way we allocate our time
between work and leisure, by lowering the
time cost of performing certain activities and
also by creating new needs. Indeed, several
recent empirical studies have documented
a decline in the average number of hours
that people work and the corresponding
rise in leisure time (Aguiar and Hurst 2007,
Boppart and Krusell 2016). Technologies
such as video games have had a real impact
on hours worked. For instance, a recent
study estimates that innovations in video/
computer games since 2004 explain about
50% of the increase in leisure among young
American males.
What is so special about technological
change and the leisure economy? First,
a lot of leisure technologies are supplied
free of charge. Think for instance about
Facebook or WhatsApp. Second, these

services are non-rival, that is, your use
of the technology does not prevent
your friends from using it. In fact, there
are network effects: your willingness
to use these services increases with
the number of people in your network
that use it. Finally, those services are
designed specifically to draw in users
because their time and attention can
then be sold to advertising firms (again,
there is no free lunch!). The sector
has encountered a large growth, with
the top six world largest companies
being Apple, Alphabet, Microsoft,
Amazon, Facebook and Alibaba. With
the availability of big data and the
use of sophisticated machine learning
techniques, the sector will likely
continue to grow in the foreseeable
future.
Does this technological change
make us better off? For instance, what
would you say is the impact of Facebook
on your well-being and how much
would we have to pay you not to use
it? A recent study tackled this question
and found that users requested an
average of $100 to deactivate their
account for 4 weeks, suggesting they
value the platform a lot. However they
also reported significant improvements
in their well-being after such a detox
period. Has the digital economy become
too successful?
Dr Severine Toussaert, Tutorial
Fellow in Economics
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FURTHER READING:

How does TikTok make money? Take a look at this article about TikTok’s
commercial strategy: The strategy behind TikTok’s global rise.

Oxplore is an innovative digital outreach portal
from the University of Oxford. As the ‘Home
of Big Questions’ it aims to engage those from
11 to 18 years with debates and ideas that go
beyond what is covered in the classroom. Big
questions tackle complex ideas across a wide
range of subjects and draw on the latest research
undertaken at Oxford. Click the links on the right
to start exploring some Big Questions...

OXPLORE: CAN
MONEY BUY HAPPINESS?
OXPLORE: SHOULD
WE WORK FIVE
DAYS A WEEK?

COMPETITION 12: LEISURE
AND TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE
What are the various ways in which the digital economy affects
your life? How would you assess the overall impact of the digital
economy on your schoolwork? Write a 300-word essay in which
you consider these questions.

CLICK HERE TO SUBMIT
YOUR ANSWER
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