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‘What I offer you here is in part my invention, but held tightly in check by the 
voices of the past.’  
(Natalie Zemon Davis) 
 
‘We must signal to them what sweetness there is in study. What pleasures.’ 
(Juan-Luis Vives) 
 
‘Anachronism is a tool.’  
(Carlo Ginzburg) 

 
 
 
 
In his 1492 Miscellanea, the Italian humanist and philologist, Angelo Poliziano, confides 
to his reader that his philological pursuits include moments of pleasurable guesswork, 
closer to hazardous hunches than considered conjectures. Five centuries later, in the 
preface to his Miti, emblemi, spie: morfologia e storia (1986), Carlo Ginzburg admitted that 
in his work he has ‘permitted myself to be guided by chance and curiosity, not by a 
conscious strategy’. Such forms of confession are characteristic of Ginzburg’s work: his 
exquisite micro-histories are accompanied by frank reflections on the how and why of 
historical research, acknowledging failures as well as successes.  
 This first of a pair of AHRC-funded workshops takes the lead from Poliziano 
and Ginzburg and brings together a group of invited scholars to explore the pleasures 
and the pitfalls of their experiences not only as researchers of early-modern culture but 
as authors of works of early modern scholarship. The intention of the workshop is to 
conduct a living état présent of methodologies in early modern studies, asking ourselves 
as scholars, and writers, where we have been, where we are, and where we are hoping 
to go.  
 

The agenda will largely be set by the interests and inquiries of the participants 
but questions considered might include: 

 
In Clues, Myths, and the Historical Method, Carlo Ginzburg reflects on 
‘evidential disciplines’, which are ‘highly qualitative’, ‘in which the object is the 
study of individual cases, situations, and documents, precisely because they are 
individual’, and in which the results attained carry an ‘unsuppressible speculative 
margin’, while in the introduction to his Pre-histories Terence Cave insists on the 
value of the particularity of literature, writing that ‘every literary text is a hapax’. 
How far is the focus on the individual and particular – a commitment to the case 
– a defining characteristic of our work as early modern scholars and should we 
embrace, celebrate, and defend the ‘unsuppressible speculative margin’ or seek ways 
to compensate for it? 
 
What role do hunches play in the development of our research? How far do we, 
and should we, embrace them, admit them, or hide them? 
 
What are the pros and cons of the ‘word-history’ method, which has gained such 
prominence in early modern studies in the past two decades? How does this relate 
to ideas about a ‘new philology’? 
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What are the legacies of the explicitly political intentions of the new historicism? 

What does Toril Moi’s conviction of the ‘philosophical power of the particular 
case’ mean for the worth and practice of close reading?   
 
What do we mean when we talk of ‘context’? And what do we make of Rita 
Felski’s claim that ‘context stinks’?  
 
The early modern historian John Paul Ghobrial describes as an innovative method 
the move from extracting evidence from sources to looking for ‘the particular ways 
in which individuals, texts, and contexts overlapped and interacted with each 
other’. What does this mean for distinctions between history and literary history? 
Are these today redundant? And should they be?  

 
 
Each participant will be asked to do two things: 
 

i. Provide two ‘givens’ of their research, in the shape of a maxim or 
‘general truth’ about their assumptions, methods, and/or practice as 
scholars of early modern culture. These will be submitted to me 
prior to the workshop and circulated to form a collective document 
that will be the basis for discussion.  
 

ii. Be ready to speak for a maximum of ten minutes on your own 
trajectory as a researcher: this might include reflections on what 
formed you, what you reacted against, how you describe yourself 
and your work (with or without reference to labels such as ‘writer’, 
‘historian’, ‘philologist’), how others describe (and possibly 
misrepresent?) your work, moments of epiphany or despair (in 
working with primary and secondary material), how one project led 
to another, which papers or projects have never made it out of the 
drawer and why; and, finally, where do you see early-modern 
research to be heading?   

 
 
Practicalities 
 
The workshop is to be held in the congenial surroundings of Clifton Hill House. It will 
begin at 11am, to allow travel to Bristol, and will end at 6pm. Participants are then 
invited to continue conversations over a conference dinner at 7pm. Accommodation 
can be provided on the Friday night and, for those coming from outside the UK, for 
the Thursday night too.   


