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Texts are produced in particular cultures and in particular historical
circumstances. In turn, they shape and are shaped by those cultures as
they are read and re-read in changing circumstances by different groups
with different commitments, engagements and interests. Such readings
are themselves then re-absorbed into the ideological frameworks within
which the cultures develop. The seminal works drawn on by cultures thus
have multiple existences within them, exerting their influence in distinct
and perhaps contradictory ways. As these texts have been ‘claimed’ by
particular academic disciplines, however, their larger cultural significance
has often been obscured.

Recent work in cultural history and textual theory has stimulated
critical awareness of the complex relations between texts and cultures,
highlighting the limits of current academic formations and opening the
possibility of new approaches to interdisciplinarity. At the same time,
however, the difficulties of interdisciplinary work have become increas-
ingly apparent at all levels of research and teaching. On the one hand the
abandonment of disciplinary specialisms may lead to amorphousness
rather than challenging interdisciplinarity; on the other, interdisciplinary
approaches may in the end simply create new specialisms or sub-
specialisms, with their own well-guarded boundaries. In these circum-
stances, yesterday’s ground-breaking interdisciplinary study may
become today’s autonomous (and so potentially circumscribed) discipline,
as has happened, it might be argued, in the case of some forms of History
of Ideas.

The volumes in this series highlight the advantages of interdisci-
plinary work while at the same time encouraging a critical reflexiveness
about its limits and possibilities; they seek to stimulate consideration
both of the distinctiveness and integrity of individual disciplines, and of
the transgressive potential of interdisciplinarity. Each volume offers a
collection of new essays on a text of seminal intellectual and cultural
importance, displaying the insights to be gained from the juxtaposition
of disciplinary perspectives and from the negotiation of disciplinary
boundaries. The volumes represent a challenge to the conception of
authorship which locates the significance of the text in the individual
act of creation; but we assume that no issues (including those of interdisci-
plinarity and authorship) are foreclosed, and that individual volumes
drawing contributions from a broad range of disciplinary standpoints,
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will raise questions about the texts they examine more by the perceived
disparities of approach that they encompass than by any interpretative
consensus that they demonstrate.

All essays are specially commissioned for the series and are designed to
be approachable to non-specialist as well as specialist readers: substantial
editorial introductions provide a framework for the debates conducted
in each volume, and highlight the issues involved.

We would, finally, like to dedicate the series to the memory of our
colleague Stephen Copley, whose insight and energy started it all.

Jeff Wallace, University of Glamorgan
John Whale, University of Leeds

GENERAL EDITORS
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