
Assignment: The Commonplace “Book”  
 

“A book in which ‘commonplaces’ or passages important for 
reference were collected, usually under general heads; hence, a book 
in which one records passages or matters to be especially 
remembered or referred to, with or without arrangement.”1 

 
“This work, though not entirely a compilation, has very few 
pretensions to originality, yet it is a help for an idle or a forgetful 
man, who lolls his mornings on sophas, in Hyde Park, the Coffee 
House, the Fruit Shop . . .”2 
 

What? 
 

Your first (and ongoing) written assignment for this course is to design and keep a commonplace 
“book.” I put “book” in quotation marks here because you have the option of choosing what type 
of medium—whether electronic or paper—you’d like to use for your commonplace-ing. You can 
keep your commonplace book in a notebook of any sort, or on index cards, or in a Word/Google 
document; or you can use an online platform that enables posting and tagging (e.g., Tumblr). The 
possibilities are endless(ish). 
 
Why? 
 

In addition to giving you the opportunity to practice an early-modern form of learning hands-on, 
your commonplace book will allow you to keep track of passages and ideas that matter to you. 
Taking down passages in this way is a kind of minimal processing that will give you something to 
hold on to, even as we move on to new texts from week to week, and it will allow you to arrange 
these passages according to a system or narrative that you get to construct for yourself. By the end 
of the course, you’ll have your own mini database from which to launch your final research project.  
 
Process 
 

Step 1: Choose your medium. Email me by Oct. 4 with your selection. If you choose to 
commonplace electronically, send me the link to your URL too.  
 

Step 2: Select quotations from the readings each week and transcribe them (hand-write, type, 
copy/paste, photograph—whatever your preference) in your commonplace book. (There is no 
absolute quota, but an average of 3 posts per reading assignment is sufficient. Fluctuation in number 
of entries per week is to be expected. However, it’s crucial that you have some reason for choosing 
to record each passage that you do, even if that reason is simply an aesthetic or emotional response 
(i.e., that you found a passage striking, weird, beautiful, etc.) 
 

Step 3: Classify your passages. You can do this as you go along, and you can also come back and 
annotate later. Tags make it easy to classify a single passage under multiple headings. If you’re using 
paper, you may want to think about ways of cross-referencing.  
																																																								
1 “commonplace-book, n.,” OED Online, Oxford University Press (September 2016).  
 
2 Jeremiah Whitaker Newman, The Lounger’s Commonplace Book (1792), quoted in David Allan, Commonplace Books and 
Reading in Georgian England (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 29. 
 



Grading 
 

Your grade for this assignment will be based on two factors: 1) the quality and regularity of your 
engagement with texts, as evidenced by your posts/entries (worth 2/3 of the grade), and 2) the 
system of tagging/classification you develop—and eventually explain in a short (about one-page) 
reflection on your process (worth 1/3 of the grade, due Nov. 21).  
 

I will check in on your commonplace books periodically throughout the quarter. You won’t have 
much advance notice, so be sure that you’re keeping up with the process each week on your own.  


