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            Introduction

         

         In October 1646, somewhere on the streets of London, the bookseller George Thomason picked up a scruffily printed work entitled An Arrow Against all Tyrants and Tyranny by Richard Overton (fl. 1640-63) and, as was his habit, noted the date of his latest acquisition on its title-page. Thomason had been systematically collecting all sorts of printed items since 1640 and An Arrow was just the latest example of what he and his contemporaries would have called a pamphlet — a word that, of course, still has currency today but that lacks much of the potency and meaning that it had for Overton’s first readers. 6

         First of all, a pamphlet was not a book. This may seem a curious thing to say, especially as you’re currently holding this book in your hands, but a 17th Century reader would have understood the distinction. For a start, a pamphlet was not bound. Many printed works in England in this period were sold unbound — as folded, printed sheets — in the expectation that a purchaser would get them bound, but some kinds of printed items, including pamphlets, were never intended for binding. Instead, a pamphlet like An Arrow would have been ‘stab stitched’: simply held together by coarse thread that had been stabbed through the left-hand margin when the pamphlet was closed. In contrast to the careful, precise, and hidden sewing of a book binding, stab-stitching signalled a pamphlet’s sense of urgency and directness — and also its likely ephemerality.

         Pamphlets were also relatively short: some might be only a few pages long, others might stretch beyond a few dozen. An Arrow is 20 pages, with each copy made up of two and a half printed sheets, each folded twice. Finally, English printing was not yet near the quality of 7French or Italian practice and pamphlets were often particularly poorly printed, with ink-blots, uneven impressions, damaged type, and typos. After all, pamphlets were printed at speed, at relatively low cost, and, in the 1640s especially, often in secret.

         None of this means that pamphlets were simple, straightforward, or careless in their contents. They could be complex, opaque, playful, provocative, and knowing. Their tone was direct, at times declamatory (such as when Overton writes ‘Be awakened, arise and consider their oppressions and encroachments’), and even when they were anonymous, the authorial voice was always distinctive and polemical. They aimed to argue and persuade, to expose and mock, and, at times, to incite. They existed in a densely textual world, in dialogue with other pamphlets (often explicitly) and frequently quoted from texts elsewhere: An Arrow, for example, quotes Magna Carta, parliamentary statute, and legal precedent as well as the daily records of Parliament itself.

         They could be performative, too. An Arrow includes not only a public letter to one of the 8most outspoken MPs of the day, Henry Marten (who would soon become a Leveller sympathiser), but also a petition to Parliament for Overton’s own release from prison. They were mercurial in form — An Arrow mixes letter, excerpts, and petitions — and often self-aware. On its title-page An Arrow not only mocks the official licensing system with its self-declared ‘IMPRIMATUR’ (‘let it be printed’) but also revels in a fictional imprint:

         
            Printed at the backside of the Cyclopian Mountains by Martin Claw-Clergy, Printer to the reverend Assembly of Divines, and are to be sould at the signe of Subjects Liberty, right opposite to persecuting Court.

         

         This echoed Overton’s Nativity of Sir John Presbyter (1645) that claimed it had been printed ‘on the back-side of Cyclopian mountains’ and the imprint of an earlier pamphlet, A Dreame: Or Newes from Hell (1641), ‘Printed in Sicilia on the back-side of the Cyclopean mountaines’, which may also have had an Overton connection. 9

         Pamphlets were emphatically topical, speaking to the immediate political, religious, or cultural moment. Specific dates mattered: Overton dates his letter and postscript to 25th September and 12th October 1646, and from Thomason’s own dating of his copy, we know that An Arrow was circulating practically immediately. Printing and distribution needed to be speedy, especially at a time of such political and religious uncertainty: readers depended on pamphlets to be current. History tends to flatten the sequencing of pamphlets and other topical writings but the date of publication mattered. Printers might hasten or delay publication in order to incorporate new developments or to coincide with other important events, but once the pamphlet was printed, a multitude of streetsellers could distribute it across London in hours. Little wonder that a reader in 1642 could wryly remark that ‘these little pamphlets…were so many thieves that had stolen my money before I was aware of them.’

         We don’t know exactly where in London An Arrow was printed, who printed it, who 10paid for its publication, how many copies were printed, or how much it cost a reader to buy. We do know, though, that pamphlets were cheap, selling for pennies, and may even have been given away. They found a ready readership in London, where at times well over half of adult men could read, and where reading out loud was a common social practice. Even so, publishing a printed work for sale was (and remains) a risky business: no one could know how well or badly one might fare in the marketplace. Given the cost of paper, ink, and labour, it made sense to print at least a few hundred copies to stand a chance of recouping an investment, but printing too many could mean losses if copies remained unsold — and an unsold pamphlet quickly became an unsellable one. The immediacy of the market meant that a publisher would discover if they’d printed the right number of copies in a matter of days, if not hours. Unless a pamphlet generated exceptional demand there was little appetite to reprint, because events – and readers — had a habit of moving on. 11

         The centre of London’s book trade in the 1640s was, as it had been for over a century, just to the north-east of St Paul’s Cathedral, but there were bookshops and presses, legal and illegal, across London as well as many ‘hawkers’ and ‘mercuries’ selling directly in the street. Printing and bookselling were regulated and policed, albeit sporadically and often ineffectually, by two entities. The first was London’s book trade guild, the Stationers’ Company, to whom Thomason belonged. Many of its members made livelihoods from printing and selling pamphlets. The second was the Parliamentary government, which reestablished the pre-Reformation system of licensing in 1643 (prompting Milton’s famous Areopagitica) and sought to suppress illicit works and presses, often co-opting the Company’s officers for that purpose (and subsequently berating them for their inadequacies).

         One underground press, run by Richard Overton himself, had been printing pamphlets since September 1644. Both Parliament and the Stationers’ Company had attempted to locate 12it — a Company-run raid in June 1646 seized equipment and pamphlets, but no personnel. Finally in August, both press and printer were tracked down to Southwark. It was while in prison, two months later, that Overton wrote An Arrow justifying his political views and petitioning for his release (although this would not come for another year). It was printed immediately, on an unknown press by an unknown printer, and confirmed what every reader in 1640s London knew: that the thoughts in pamphlets — unlike the men who wrote and printed them — could not be contained.

         
             

         

         Ian Gadd

         
             

         

         Professor of English Literature, Bath Spa University

         

         
13Further reading


         
	David R. Adams, ‘The Secret Printing and Publishing Career of Richard Overton the Leveller, 1644–46’, The Library (2010)

            	
The Oxford History of Popular Print Culture: Cheap Print in Britain and Ireland to 1660, ed. by Joad Raymond (2011)

            	Jason Peacey, ‘News, Pamphlets, and Public Opinion’, in The Oxford Handbook of Literature and the English Revolution, ed. by Laura Lunger Knoppers (2012)
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AGAINST ALL TYRANTS

And Tyranny, shot from the Prison of New-gate
into the Prerogative Bowels of the Arbitrary House
of Lords and all other Usurpers and Tyrants

W hatsoever.

wherein the original rise, extent, and end of Magi-
sterial power, the natural and National rights, freedoms and pro-
perties of Mankind are discovered, and undeniably maintained; the
late oppressions and encroachments of the Lords over the Commons
legally (by the fundamental Laws and Statutes of this Realm,
as also by a memorable Extract out of the Records of the Toawer of
London) condemned; The late Presbyterian Ordinance (invented
and contrived by the Diviners, and by the motion of Mr. Bacoz and
Mr. Zaet read in the House of Commons), examined, refuted, and
exploded, as most inhumane, tyrannical and Barbarous.

ByRICHARD OFERTON

Prerogative Archer to the Arbitrary House of Lords, Their
Prisoner in New-gate, for the just and legal properties, rights and
freedoms of the Commons of England: Sent by way of a Letter from
him, to Mr. Henry Martin, a Member of the House of Commons.

IMPRIMATUR

Rectat Yustitia.

Printed at the backside of the Cyclopian Mountains by Martin Claw-
Clergy, Printer to the reverend Assembly of Divines, and are to
be sold at the sign of Subjects Liberty, right oppo-
site to persecuting Court. 1646.
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