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The Material and Social Practices of Intellectual Work: Jonathan Edwards’s Study
Notebooks
As collections of entries on various subjects quickly multiplied, these all needed to be bound so
as to keep the pages together and in order. In his youth, Edwards compiled manuscripts, such as his
diary, on loose sheets. But on January 14, 1722/3, more than a year after starting the diary, he decided it
was time to bind them: “About ten o'clock in the morning, made this book, and put these papers in it.” 1
This was before he was married, and while it has been assumed that, once he was wed, Edwards’s wife
(and later his daughters) did this task, all evidence points to Edwards doing his own stitching––though
the thread he used was most likely spun by the females of the house.2
As with the production of writing supplies, notebook construction was for Edwards a
homegrown, handmade process. Although by the mid-eighteenth century bound ledgers and other sorts
of blank books were becoming available for purchase, Edwards seems to have preferred to construct his
own, not only to save expense but because it allowed for flexibility of size and arrangement. Edwards’s
method, as was common for the time, was stab sewing, in which a needle and thread would be drawn
through the assembled pages at the margin, usually in three to five holes, depending on the size of the
paper, and knotted at an end hole. Sometimes, perhaps because the sheets were not bound tightly
enough or the first stitching had become loose, he added a new set of stitches through different holes.
He ran the thread through the holes, connecting them, so that the thread paralleled the left edge of the
paper, several millimeters from that edge.
Edwards also fabricated covers for his notebooks, often from pieces of the rugged, coarse brown
wrappers in which reams of paper were sold. For ease of reference, he wrote the name of the notebook
on the cover several times, back and front, and in two directions, so that no matter which way the
notebook was lying on the table or in the drawer, he could know what it was at a glance. This minimized
the problem of accidentally writing entries in one notebook that were meant for another, which
happened on occasion, particularly as his notebooks multiplied. More eccentrically, or experimentally,
he used whatever came to hand. The cover of the first volume of “Notes on Scripture” is made from a
piece of oilcloth that, Stephen J. Stein conjectures, was probably originally used to wrap imported
twilled fabric. 3 And “History of Redemption,” book 1, is wrapped in a piece of wallpaper, perhaps a
fragment from the lot with which one of the rooms of Edwards’s house was decorated.
Sometimes, to stiffen a cover, Edwards pasted a piece of paper to the inside. To cite just one
instance, he glued to the front inside cover of the “Faith” notebook a portion of a copy of the printed
elegy for George Whitefield’s publicist, William Seward, who died in October 1740. 4 Edwards began
“Faith” in early 1728 but did not make the sheets into a book until at least twelve years later. This
demonstrates his habit of stitching and covering pages of notes only after having collected a substantial
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amount of material, enough to make it worthwhile to go through the labor, and after having judged the
accumulated entries worth keeping, or worth keeping together.
As time went on, he became proficient at constructing his notebooks to the point that he could
be quite exact in his preferences. In the cover of the second of the four volumes of “Notes on Scripture,”
he wrote this memorandum: “If I live to make another book of this sort, to observe to cut the gashes for
the stitching in deeper and not so near to the joinings of the stitch, that the book may open more freely
and fully. And let the sheets be divided into twice so small divisions, and starch no paper in a paper
cover, for that makes it crack. And if that don't do, try next stitching the backs of all the divisions of
sheets to a slip of leather, and sew the cover over the leather.”5 The second volume of “Notes on
Scripture” is fairly typical for thickness among Edwards’s collection of notebooks, totaling ninety-eight
leaves. Early in his life, Edwards had used single sheets or folded leaves, consecutively stacked, to
compose notebooks. As he became more proficient at creating notebooks and had more paper available,
he would take a pile of folio sheets––in the case of the second book of “Notes on Scripture,” forty-nine
of them––and would fold the whole thing in half, creating what is called an infolded quire. This was an
efficient way to construct a notebook because he could put his stitches through the fold. However, when
he wanted to gather together several small infolded quires, the only way to make the stitch holes through
the entire stack was with a knife or awl. When he cut the “gashes” for the holes, therefore, he wanted to
go “deeper,” or farther away from the left, or fold, of the pages. This was apparently one solution to
prevent the stitch holes from being torn through to the edge of the page and yet still allow for the pages
to open easily. Another way, as he describes in his memorandum, was to take a strip of leather and attach
it to the separate folds, thereby creating a spine of sorts under the cover. None of Edwards’s extant
notebooks after “Notes on Scripture,” book 2, utilizes starch or a slip of leather, but this comment
demonstrates the extent to which he was concerned about the workability of his manuscript corpus.
Edwards’s handwriting, as almost everyone’s does, evolved over time––and for the worse.
Regardless of the period, in his manuscripts we can distinguish a “private” versus a “public” hand. The
private hand was the one he used for temporary notes, memorandums, drafts of letters, and nearly all of
his sermons, which only he would have to use, and often only for a short time. He took little care with
documents that fall in this category, resulting in some autographs that are very difficult to decipher
indeed because they are hastily written and full of deletions, interlineations, relocations, and outlined
passages. Edwards reserved his public hand, as the name implies, primarily for documents that would be
read by others, including sent letters and fair copies of sermons and essays to be published.6 However,
even when Edwards was on his best calligraphic behavior, his writing was, to put it kindly, a real
challenge for his readers. Isaac Watts, trying to justify the errors in the 1737 London imprint of A
Faithful Narrative of a Surprising Work of God, complained of the size of Edwards’s hand in his
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manuscript version, in which Edwards squeezed into just eight sheets of paper a text that amounted to
132 printed octavo pages. “Mr Edward’s Narrative,” Watts opined, “was written in so small a hand and
so hard to be read, that if a word or two was mistaken by the printer or by us, I do not wonder at it; for I
am sure I was forced to ghess at several words in it.” 7 As time went on, his handwriting became larger
and more spread out, perhaps reflecting his need for spectacles as he aged, and he rendered key subject
words and phrases in capital letters, the easier to locate passages on particular topics. Yet, however
carefully he may have tried to write documents intended for other eyes, his cursive script was apparently
always a challenge to all but longtime correspondents. A 1752 letter by Edwards, written to Joseph Paice,
a prominent English merchant and director of the South Sea Company, was relayed by the recipient to
Thomas Secker, the archbishop of Canterbury, because of information it contained relating to the
education of Indian children. But before he sent it on, Paice copied the lengthy epistle, saying in a cover
letter to the archbishop, “I would have sent the original, but it is wrote in a hand hardly Legible.” 8
Anyone who has tried to read Edwards’s manuscripts, even those in his best handwriting, can relate to
Paice’s lament.
The distinction of public and private hands extends to the different sorts of notebooks Edwards
kept. Those that he planned to retain––the prime example being the “Miscellanies”––were, by and large,
written in something approaching a public hand, though with abbreviations, symbols, and other features
that would not be found in a document for public consumption. Edwards’s notebooks fell into several
distinct types. The “Miscellanies,” along with other notebooks he worked on through all or most of his
career, such as “Notes on Scripture,” the “Blank Bible,” and “Faith,” are known as substantive
notebooks because in these he recorded and developed his ideas. A second major kind is the “regulatory”
notebook, which is devoted to schedules or lists regulating or planning Edwards’s literary life. For the
purposes of his study practices, the “‘Catalogue’ of Reading” is a good example. Another is “Subjects of
Inquiry,” a late assortment of memorandums outlining projects and study aims. Edwards also employed
project-related notebooks, collections of materials that he assembled for short-term use. It was his
practice, when drafting a major treatise, to construct a series of working notebooks to which he
committed references, transitions, reminders, even potential chapter titles. Two extant examples of this
practice are “Affections,” book 7, for A Treatise Concerning Religious Affections of 1746, and “Sacrament,”
book 1, compiled for the writing of An Humble Inquiry of 1749. 9 From internal references, we know that
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in the former series there were at least nine books, and in the latter at least four. These two survive
because there were still some scattered passages that Edwards had not used and thought worth saving.
Paper was expensive, so Edwards did what he could to recycle and salvage paper that came into
his study and household: prayer bids from his congregation, marriage banns from the town clerk, letter
covers from his correspondents, children’s writing exercises, bills and receipts, and other scraps are found
throughout his manuscript sermons and notebooks––a bonanza for social historians. One unusual
notebook is a prime example of Edwards’s frugality. The “Book of Minutes on the Arminian
Controversy” is made from issues of the Daily Gazetteer, a London newspaper. He made the notebook
by cutting the sheets, then folding and stitching them so that the margins of the pages were outermost.
Into these margins, though they offered no more than two inches of blank space, he committed his
thoughts. Late in life, Edwards came into possession of what was apparently a sparsely written,
seventeenth-century theological commonplace book, on ruled octavo pages, which he cut up and used
for sermons and notebooks (including the last book of the “Miscellanies”), crossing out the entries by
the previous owner and turning the pages upside down. 10 This recycling of paper illustrates a common
practice of the time; another related habit for some writers was to take received letters and draft their
own correspondence or notes perpendicularly over the original.
Most curiously, in later years, especially after the early 1740s, Edwards began to use pieces of rice
paper as thin as tracing paper. The scraps of this paper that he salvaged are oddly shaped, often with
edges cut unevenly, so that notebooks made from this paper, such as the three on “Efficacious Grace,”
have a “butterfly effect” when laid open on the table. Here and there a piece retains a stroke of
watercolor or a bit of an ink drawing. These pieces of paper were the leftovers from the patterns that
Edwards’s wife, Sarah Pierpont Edwards, and their daughters used to make fans, both for their own use
and, legend has it, to sell in local shops for extra income. 11 Edwards incorporated these most
systematically into his sermon booklets after 1742, using pieces of foolscap in front and back to protect
the delicate pages within.
The two large drawers in the desk were ample enough for several paperbound folios and
quartos, while cubbyholes in the upper desk would have been convenient for frequently used
octavos. Storage would not have been a great problem during the 1730s and the even busier
1740s, but as Edwards consulted his growing number of specialized notebooks and his increasing
library of printed books in his various intellectual quests, the desk and any supplementary
writing surfaces must have been consistently cluttered. The many cross-references in his
notebooks to sermons and to other notebooks (frequently added upon later review of the notes
and essays) suggest the inevitable circularity of Edwards’s movements among his related
notebook speculations and secondary sources. 12
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