Graphs,mapsrees

A manwho wantsthe truthbecomes a scientist;;aanwho
wants togive free play to his subjectivity may become a
writer; but what should anando who wantssomething in
between?

RobertMusil, TheMan withoutQualities

Thetitle of this shortbook deserves few wordsof explanationTo
beginwith, thisis anessaynliteraryhistory:literature theold terri-
tory (moreor less)unlikethedrift towardther discourses sgpical

of recentyears.But within thatold territory,a new objeciof study:
insteadbf concrete, individual works, trio of artificial constructs-
graphs, maps, artcees—in whichthe reality of thetext undergoes

a procesf deliberatereduction and abstraction. 'Distaeading’,

| haveoncecalledthis typeof approachyvhere distances however
not anobstaclehutaspecificform of knowledgefewerelements, hence
a sharper seng# their overallinterconnection. Shapes, relations,
structuresForms.Models.

Fromtextsto modelsthen;andmodels drawifrom threedisciplines
with which literarystudieshavehad littleor no interaction: graphs

'Conjecture®n World Literature',NewLeft Review , Jan-Febzooo.



from quantitative history ,maps from geography,and trees from evolu-
tionary theory.The distant reason for these choices lies in my Marxist
formation, which was profoundly influenced by Galvano Della Volpe,
and entailed therefore (in principle, if not always in practice)a great
respect for the scientific spirit. And so, while recent literary theory
was turning for inspiration towards French and German metaphys-
ics, | kept thinking that there was actually much more to be learned
from the natural and the social sciences. This book is a result of
that conviction, and also, in its small way, an attempt to open a
new front of discussion.

Finally, these three models are indeed, as the subtitle intimates,
abstract. But their consequences are on the other hand extremely
concrete: graphs, maps, and trees place the literary field literally in
front of our eyes—and show us how little we still know about it. It is
a double lesson, of humility and euphoria at the same time: humility
for what literary history has accomplished so far (not enough),and
euphoria for what still remains to be done (alot). Here, the method-
ology of the book reveals its pragmatic ambition: for me, abstraction
is not an end in itself, but a way to widen the domain of the literary
historian, and enrich its internal problematic. How this may be done,
is what I will try to explain.2

2 This book wasfirst imagined at the Wissenschafiskolleg in Berlin,and presented
in an early version as the Beckman Lectures at Berkeley,and then elsewhere. My
thanks to the many people who have helped me to clarify my ideas, and to Matt
Jockers,who patiently taught me how to improve the book's visual side.



Graphs

Before the advent of the Annales, Krzysztof Pomian once wrote,

the gaze of the historian [was directed] towards extraordinary events
. . . historians resembled collectors: both gathered only rare and curi-
ous objects, disregarding whatever looked banal, everyday, normal . . .
History was an idiographic discipline, having as its object that which
does not repeat itself.

History was . . . Pomian speaks in the past tense here, as is probably
accurate in the case of social history, but certainly not for its literary
counterpart, where the collector of rare and curious works, that do
not repeat themselves, exceptional —and which close reading makes
even more exceptional by emphasizing the uniqueness of exactly this
word and this sentence here—is still by far the dominant figure. But
what would happen if literary historians, too, decided to 'shift their
gaze' (Pomian again) 'from the extraordinary to the everyday, from
exceptional events to the large mass of facts'? What literature would
we find, in 'the large mass of facts'?

All questions that occurred to me some years ago, when the study
of national bibliographies made me realize what a minimal fraction

' Krzysztof Pomian, 'L'histoire des structures',in Jacques Le Goff, Roger Chartier,
Jacques Revel,eds, La nouvelle histoire,Paris 1978, pp. 115-16.
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of the literary field we all work on: a canon of two hundred novels,
for instance, sounds very large for nineteenth-century Britain (and is
much larger than the current one),but is still less than one per cent
of the novels that were actually published: twenty thousand, thirty,
more, no one really knows—and close reading won't help here, a
novel a day every day of the year would take a century or so ... And
it's not even a matter of time, but of method: a field this large cannot
be understood by stitching together separate bits of knowledge about
individual cases, because it isn't a sum of individual cases: it's a col-
lective system, that should be grasped as such, as a whole—and the
graphs that follow are one way to begin doing this. Or as Fernand
Braudel put it in the lecture on history he gave to his companions in
the German prison camp near Liibeck:

An incredible number of dice, always rolling, dominate and determine
each individual existence: uncertainty, then, in the realm of individual
history; but in that of collective history . . . simplicity and consistency.
History is indeed 'a poor little conjectural science' when it selects indi-
viduals as its objects . . . but much more rational in its procedures and
results, when it examines groups and repetitions.>

A more rational literary history. That is the idea.

The quantitative approach to literature can take several different
forms —from computational stylistics to thematic databases, book
history, and more. For reasons of space, I will here limit myself to
book history,building on work originally done by McBurney, Beasley,
Raven,Garside and Block for Britain; Angus, Mylne and Frautschi for
France; Zwicker for Japan; Petersen for Denmark; Ragone for Italy;

* Femand Braudel, ‘Chistoire, mesure du monde', in Les éctits de Fernand Braudel,
vol. 11, Paris 1997.
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Marti-LopezandSantana foSpain; JosHor India;andGriswoldfor
Nigeria. Andl mention these names rigatvay becausejuantita
tive work is truly cooperationnot only in the pragmatic sense that
it takes forever tgatherthe data, butbecaussuchdataareideally
independent fromanyindividualresearcher, and céinusbeshared
by others, and combined in more than evag. Figurer (overleaf),
which chartsthe takeoff of the novelin Britain, Japanlitaly, Spain
andNigeria,is acasen point. Seehowsimilar those shapese:five
countries, three continentsyer twocenturies apargndit's really
the samepattern, the sameld metaphorof the 'rise’ ofthe novel
comealive:in twenty year®r so (inBritain, 1720—40; Japanyy45—
65; Italy, 1820—-40; Spain,1845to early 1860s; Nigeria, 1965-80),
the grapHeapsfrom five—ten newtitles peryear,which meansone
new noveleverymonthor two,to one new novel perweek. And at
this point,the horizonof novelreadingchangesAs long asonly a
handfulof newtitlesare publisheéachyear,| meannovelsremain
unreliable products, that disappdar long stretchesf time, and
cannotreally commandthe loyalty of the readingpublic; they are
commoditiesyes—but commoditiesstill waiting for a fully devel
opedmarket. Anewnovelperweek,by contrast, islreadythegreat
capitalistoxymoronof the regularnovelty: the unexpectedhat is
producedwith suchefficiencyand punctualitythat readerbecome
unableto do without it. Thenovel 'becomesa necessityof life', to
paraphrase théle of abookby Wiliam GilmoreLehneandthe jer-
emiads thatimmediately multiplyaroundit—novels makereaders
lazy, stupid, dissolutansanejnsubordinateexactlylike films two
centuriedater—are theclearessignof its symbolictriumph.

11
Theriseof the novel,then;or, betteronerisein ahistory whichhad

begummanycenturiearlierandwill gothroughseverabtheraccel
erationsasemerges quitelearlyfrom the dataon the publication



F1GURE 1: The rise of the novel, I18th to 20th century
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New novels per year, by 5-year average. Sources: For Britain: W. H. McBurney, A Check List of English Prose Fiction, 1700-39, Cambridge, M 41960, and ]. C. Beasley,
The Novels of the 1740s, Athens,GA 1982; both partly revised by JamesRaven, British Fiction 1750-70: A Chronological Check-List of Prose Fiction Printed in Britainand
Ireland, London 1987. For Japan: Jonathan Zwicker, ‘Tl lungo Ottocento del romanzo giapponese’, in Il romanzo, vol. 111, Storia e geografia, Torino 2002. For Italy:
Giovanni Ragone, ‘Italia 1815—70’, in Il romanzo,vol. 11. For Spain: Elisa Marti-Lopezand Mario Santana, 'Spagna 1843-1900’, Il romanzo, vol. 111. For Nigeria:

Wendy Griswold, 'Nigeria 1950—-2000’, Il romanzo, vol. 111.
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FI GURE 2: The threerisesofthe British novel
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New novelsper year, by 5-yearaverage. SourcesMcBurney, Check Listd English ProseFiction, 1700-39;
Beasley,The Novelsd the 1740s; Raven, British Fiction17s50~70; PeterGarside, lamesRaven and Rainer
Schowerling, eds, The English Novel 17701829, 2 vols, Oxford 2000;Andrew Block, The English Novel,
1740-1850, London 1961.

of new novels in Britain between 1710 and 1850 (figure 2). Here,
three phases seem to stand out, each subdivided into a first period of
rapid growth and a second one of stabilization, and each modifying
in a specific way the social role of the novel. The first phase, from
1720 to around 1770, is the one discussed above: a leap in 1720—40,
and a consolidation in the following decades. In the second phase,
which runs from 1770 to around 1820, the further increase in the
number of new titles induces for its part a drastic reorientation of
audiences towards the present. Up to then, I mean, the 'extensive'
reading so typical of the novel —reading many texts once and super-
ficially, rather than a few texts often and intensely—would easily
outgrow the yearly output of titles,forcing readers to turn to the past
for (much of) their entertainment: all sorts of reprints and abridge-
ments of eighteenth-century bestsellers, British as well as foreign,
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plus the old,and even the few ancient classics of the genre. But as the
total of new novels doubles, compared to the previous phase—=80 in
1788; 91 in 1796; 111 in 1808 —the popularity of old books suddenly
collapses, and novelistic audiences turn resolutely (and irreversibly)
towards the current season.?

The third phase, which begins around 1820,and which unfortunately
1 can only follow for the first thirty years, is the one in which the
internal composition of the market changes. So far, the typical reader
of novels had been a 'generalist —someone 'who reads absolutely
anything, at random', as Thibaudet was to write with a touch of con-
tempt in Le liseur de romans.+ Now, however, the growth of the market
creates all sorts of niches for 'specialist' readers and genres (nautical
tales, sporting novels, school stories, mystéres): the books aimed at
urban workers in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, or
at boys, and then girls, in the following generation, are simply the
most visible instances of this larger process, which culminates at the
turn of the century in the super-niches of detective fiction and then
science fiction.

Abstract models for literary history . . . and we certainly have abstrac-
tion here: Pamela, The Monk, The Wild Irish Girl, Persuasion, Oliver
Twist—where are they ?five tiny dots in the graph of figure 2, indistin-
guishablefromall others. But graphs are not really models; they are not
simplified,intuitive versions of a theoretical structure in the way maps
and (especially)evolutionary trees will be in the next two chapters.

»'In Italy, writes Giovanni Ragone, 'in the first twenty years of the nineteenth
century virtually all the bestsellers of the previous century disappear', ‘italia
1815-1870’, in Il romanzo, vol. 111, pp. 343-54. A similar shift seems to occur in
France,where, however,the caesura of the revolution offers a very strong alterna-
tive explanation. The 'pastness of the past' is of course the key message of the
two genres — gothic,and then historical novels—most responsible for the turn
towards the present.

4+ Albert Thibaudet, I! lettore di romanzi [1925], Napoli 2000. p. 49.
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Quantitative research provides a type of data which is ideally inde-
pendent of interpretations, I said earlier, and that is of course also
its limit: it provides data, not interpretation. That figure 2 shows a
first 'rise' (when the novel becomes a necessity of life),and then a
second (the shift from the past to the present),and then a third (the
multiplication of market niches),seems to me a good account of the
data, but is certainly far from inevitable. Quantitative data can tell us
when Britain produced one new novel per month, or week, or day,
or hour for that matter, but where the significant turning points lie
along the continuum — and why—is something that must be decided
on a different basis.

ITI

A —multiple—rise of the novel. But with an interesting twist, which
is particularly visible in the Japanesecase of figure 3 (overleaf):after
the rise from one novel per month in the mid-1740s to one per week
twenty years later (andeven more in the following years: between 750
and 1820, in fact, many more novels are published in Japan than in
Britain; a fact which deserves a good explanation!)—severalequally
rapid downturns occur in 1780-9o0, the 1810s to the 1830s, and in
1860—70. The fall of the novel. And the reason behind the downturns
seems to be always the same: politics—a direct, virulent censorship
during the Kansei and Tempo periods, and an indirect influence in
the years leading up to the Meiji Restoration,when there was no spe-
cific repression of the book trade, and the crisis was thus probably
due to a more general dissonance between the rhythm of political
crises and the writing of novels. It's the same in Denmark during the
Napoleonic wars (figure 4, overleaf),or in France and Italy (better,
Milan) in comparable situations (figure 5, overleaf): after 1789, the
publication of French novels drops about 80 per cent; after the first
Risorgimento war, the Milanese downturn is around go per cent,
with only 3 novels publishedin the course of 1849,against43 in 1842.



FiGURE 3: The fall of the novel: Japan
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Ficure 4: Thefall of the novel: Denmark
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New novels per year, by 5-year average. Source: Erland Munch-Petersen, Die Ubersetzungsliteratur als
Unterhaltung desromantischenlesers, Wiesbaden 1991.

Ficure 5: Thefall of the novel: France, Italy
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F1GcuRE 6: Book imports into India
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Thousands of pounds sterling. Source: Priya Joshi, In Another Country: Colonialism, Culture, and the
English Novel in India, New Yok 2002.

The only exception I know to this pattern is the import of British
books into India charted by Priya Joshi (figure6), which rises sharply
after the 1857 rebellion; but as Joshipoints out, the logic of a colonial
relationship is reversed, and the peak is a sign of Britain suddenly
accelerating the pace of symbolic hegemony; then, once the crisis is
over, the flow returns to its pre-1857 levels.

Iv

An antipathy between politics and the novel. Still, it would be odd if
all crises in novelistic production had a political origin: the French
downturn of the r79os was sharp, true, but there had been others in
the 17505 and 1770s—as there had been in Britain, for that matter,
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notwithstandingits greaterinstitutional stability. The American
andthe Napoleonic wars mawell be behindthe slumpof 177583

andi8:o-17 (whichareclearly visiblein figure 2), write Ravenand
Garside in their splendidbibliographicstudiesput thenthey addo

the political factor'a decade opoorly producednovels', reprints’,

the possible ‘greaterelativepopularity. . . of otherfictional forms',
'a backlashagainstiow fiction', the high cost ofpaper. . 5 And as
possible causes multiplgnewonderswhatarewe trying to explain
here—two unrelated individual events, Or two momentsin a recurring

pattern of ups and downs? Becausaf the downturnsare individual

events,thenlooking for individual causes (Napoleaeprints,the

cost of paper, whatevanjakeserfectsense; but iftheyareparts of a
patternthenwhatwe mustexplainis the pattern as a whole, not just

oneof its phases.

The wholepatternpr,assomehistorianswvould say thewholecycle:
‘An increasingly cleaidea hasemerged. . . of the multiplicity of
time', writes Braudeh theessayonlongue durée:

Traditionalhistory,with its concern fotheshort time sparfor theindi-
vidualandtheevent,has longaccustomedisto theheadlong, dramatic,
breathlessushof its narrative . . Thenew economi@andsocial history
putscyclicalmovementin theforefrontof its research. . large sections
of the past,ten, twenty,fifty years at atretch. . . Farbeyondthis. . .
we find a history capablef traversingevengreater distances. . to be
measuredn centuries . . thelong, eventhe verylong time span the
longue durée.®

s JamedRaven, Historical Introduction:the Novel Comesof Age', and Peter
Garside, 'The EnglisiNovelin the RomanticEra: Consolidatiorand Dispersal’,
in PeterGarside, JamesRavenand RainerSchowerlingeds,The English Novel

1770-1829, 2 vols, Oxford2000;vol. 1, p. 27, andvol. 11, p. 44.

¢ Fernand Braudel, 'Historyand theSocial SciencesThe longue durée’, in On

History, Chicagol1980, p. 27. Thefirst extendedreatmentof economiccycles
wasof courseNikolai Kondratiev'sThe Long Wave Cycle, written betweergz22

and1928.
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Event, cycletongue durée: threetime frameswhich havefaredvery
unevenlyn literarystudiesMostcriticsareperfectlyateasewith the
first one, the circumscribed domaiftheeventandof theindividual
casemost theorists arathomeat the oppositeendof the temporal
spectrumin theverylongspanof nearlyunchanging structureBut
the middlelevelhas remained somewhatexploredy literary his
torians; andt's noteventhatwe don'twork within that time frame,
it's thatwe haven'tyetfully understood itspecificity:the fact] mean,
that cyclesconstitutetemporary structures within the historical flow.
That is,after all,the hidderogic behindBraudel'stripartition: the
short spars all flow and no structurehelongue durée all structure
and ndflow, andcyclesarethe—unstable—border country between
them. Structuredyecausehey introduce repetition irnistory,and
henceaegularity,order,pattern; andemporary, because theyateort
(ten,twenty fifty yearsthis dependsnthe theory).

Now, ‘temporary structuress alsoa good definition for—genres:
morphologicakrrangements thdtst in time, but alwaysonly for
some time. Janudike creaturesyith onefaceturnedto historyand
the othetoform,genres aréhusthetrueprotagonistsfthis middle
layer of literary history—this more ‘rationallayer whereflow and
form meetlt's theregularityof figures 7 and 8 (overleafjith their
threewaves ofepistolarynovelsfrom 1760to 1790, and thergothic
novelsfrom rygo to1815,andthenhistoricalnovelsfrom 1815to the
1840s. Eachwaveproducesnoreor lessthesame numbeof novels
peryearandlaststhesamez;—3o yearsandeach alsoisesonly after
thepreviousvavehas beguto ebbaway(seenowtheup anddown
wardtrends intersect arounglgo and1815). The newform makes
its appearanc® replaceanold form that hasutlivedits artistic use
fulness', writesshklovsky, andthe declineof a ruling genre seems
indeedhereto bethe necessargreconditiorfor its successor's take
off. Whichmayexplainthoseodd 'latencyperiodsin theearlyhistory
of genres:Pamela is publishedn 1740, andThe Castle of Otranto in
1764, butvery few epistolaryor gothicnovelsarewritten until 1760



FicuRre 7: British hegemonicforms;z60-1850
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35 | is only apparent, anckasilyexplained: whatleclinesn thoseyears is
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New novelsperyear. Sourcestor theepistolary novelJame®Raven,GranBretagnei750-1830’, in I romanzo, vol. in, pp.311-12. Forthegothicnovel: Maurice
Levy, Le roman gothigue’ anglais. Paris1993. For the historicalnovel, | have takerasthe basighe checklistprovided by Rainer Schowerling("Sir Walter Scott
and theTradition of the Historical Novel before1814". in Uwe Boker,ManfredMarkus, RainerSchowerlingeds, The Living Middle Ages Stuttgart 1989), and
subtractedhosetextsthatalsoappearin Léwv's bibliographyof the gothic; forthelater period,| have alsaisedBlock, The English Noveli740-1850.
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All works of art, and not only parodies, are created either as a parallel or
an antithesis to some model. The new form makes its appearance not in
order to express a new content, but rather to replace an old form that has
already outlived its artistic usefulness.

Viktor Shklovsky, A Theory of Prose
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As more and more novels are published every year, the hegemony
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epistolary novels amounted to 30 per cent or more of the market for
twenty-five years (and over 50 per cent in the late 1770s), gothic
novels only passed the 30 per cent mark for a few years, otherwise
hovering around 20 per cent, and historical novels did even worse:
all signs of the growing fragmentation of the market into distinct
niches which I mentioned earlier. (A full computation of print
runs and reprints may however alter this general picture.)
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and 1790 respectivelyWhy thelag?Almostcertainly becausaslong
as @ hegemonic form hasot lost itsartistic usefulness’, theienot
muchthata rival form cando: therecanalwaysbe an exceptional
text,yes,but theexceptiorwill not changethe system.lt's only when
Ptolemaic astronomy begingo generate one ‘monstrositgfter
anotherwrites Kuhn in The Structure ofScientific Revolutionsthat
'thetime comedso givea competitor @hance—andthesamestrue
here:a historicalhovelwrittenin 1800, suchas Castle Rackrent (or
in 1805 like Waverley'sabandonedirst draft)simplydidn't havethe
incredibleopportunityto reshapeheliteraryfield thatthecollapseof
thegothic offeredWaverley in 1814.7

\%

From individual cases tgeries; from seriet® cycles,andthento
genresastheir morphologicaembodimentAnd these three genres

7 A few morewordsonwhy aform loses its 'artistic usefulnessiddisappears.
For Shklovsky, thereason ighepurelyinnerdialectic ofart,which beginsn cre
ativeestrangement, anehdsin staleautomatism:Eachart formtravels down
the inevitable roadrom birth to death; from seeingnd sensory perception,
wheneverydetailin the object is savouredndrelished, tomererecognition,
whenform becomes dull epigone whiclour sensegegister mechanically,
pieceof merchandise not visible even tioe buyer.' (The passages from an
articlecollectedin The Knight's Movendis quotedby Victor Erlich in Russian
Formalism,New Haven1gss, p. 252.) This journey'down the inevitableroad
from birth to death' cahoweveralso be explainelly focusing,not so much
ontherelationship betweethe'young'andthe'old' versionsof thesameform,
but ratheronthat betweemheform andits historical contexea genreexhausts
its potentialities—andthetime comes tajive a competitora chance—when its
inner formis nolonger capablef representinghe mostignificant aspectol
contemporaryeality. At which point,eitherthe genrdoses itsform underthe
impactof reality thereby disintegrating, ortitirnsits backto realityin the name
of form, becominga'dull epigone’ indeed! developthis pointin theappendix
to the new editiorof TheWayof theWorld," A useless longing for mys&ifThe
crisis of the EuropearBildungsroman, 1898-1914’, Londonz2ooo.) But we will
soon see anothanoredraconian explanation fohedisappearance ébrms.
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seem indeed to follow a rather regular 'life-cycle', as some econo-
mists would call it. These genres—or all genres? Is this wave-like
pattern a sort of hidden pendulum of literary history?

Here, the gathering of data is obviously crucial, and I decided to rely
entirely on other people's work: since we are all eager to find what we
are looking for, using the evidence gathered by other scholars, with
completely different research programmes, is always a good correc-
tive to one's desires. So, first Brad Pasanek, at Stanford, and then
I, consulted over a hundred studies of British genres between 1740
and 1900; there were some dubious cases, of course, and some (not
very significant) disagreements in periodization;® and although this
is still very much work-in-progress, especially at the two ends of the
temporal spectrum, the forty-four genres of figure 9 provide a large
enough set to support some reflections.

Forty-four genres over 160 years; but instead of finding one new genre
every four years or so, as a random distribution would have it, over
two thirds of them cluster in just thirty years, divided in six major
bursts of creativity: the late 1760s, early 1790s, late 1820s, 1850, early
1870s, and mid-late 1880s. And the genres also tend to disappearin
clusters: with the exception of the turbulence of 1790-1810, a rather
regular changing of the guard takes place, where half a dozen genres
quickly leave the scene, as many move in, and then remain in place
for twenty-five years or so. Instead of changing all the time and a
little at a time, then, the system stands still for decades, and is then
"‘punctuated' by brief bursts of invention: forms change once, rapidly,
across the board, and then repeat themselves for two—three decades:
'normal literature', we could call it, in analogy to Kuhn's normal

® When specialists disagreed, I always opted for the periodization arising out of
the more convincing morphologicalargument: in the case of industrial novels,for
instance, I followed Gallagher rather than Cazamian,although the latter's perio-
dization of 1830-50 would have fitted my argument much better than Gallagher's
1832-67. For details, see 'A Note on the Taxonomy of the Forms', p. 31.
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For sources, see 'A Note on the Taxonomy of the Forms', page 31.
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science. Or think of Jauss's 'horizon of expectations': a metaphor we
tend to evoke only 'negatively' (that is to say, when a text transcends
the given horizon), but which these graphs present instead, 'posi-
tively', for what it is: figures 7-8 showing how difficultit actually is to
transcend the hegemonic horizon, figure g presenting the multiple
horizons active at any given moment, and so on.

VI

Normal literature remains in place for twenty-five years or so. .. But
where does this rthythm come from? Shklovsky’s hypothesis (how-
ever modified)cannot explain it, because the connexion between the
decline of an old form and the rise of a new one implies nothing
about the regularity of the replacement. And widespread regularity:
not just the few hegemonic genres, but (almost)all genres active at
any given time seem to arise and disappear together according to
some hidden rhythm.

The simultaneity of the turnover, at first sight so uncanny, is prob-
ably the key to the solution. When one genre replaces another, it's
reasonableto assume that the cause is internal to the two genres, and
historically specific: amorous epistolary fiction being ill-equipped
to capture the traumas of the revolutionary years, say—and gothic
novels being particularly good at it. But when several genres disap-
pear together from the literary field, and then another group, and
so on, then the reason has to be different, because all these forms
cannot have run independently and simultaneously into insoluble
problems —it would be simply too much of a coincidence.The causal
mechanism must thus be external to the genres, and common to all:
like a sudden, total change of their ecosystem. Which is to say: a
change of their audience. Books survive if they are read and disap-
pear if they aren't: and when an entire generic system vanishes at
once, the likeliest explanationis that its readers vanished at once.
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This,then, iswhere thoses;—30 yearscome from: generationslot

a conceptl am very fond of, actually,but the only one that seems
to makesenseof figure 9. And indeed,in Mannheim'sgreatessay
of 1927, the bestevidencefor his thesiscomespreciselyfrom the
aesthetic spheréa rhythm in the sequenceof generations'he
writes, followingMentré’s Les générations sociales, published dew
yearsearlier,

isfarmore apparerin the realnofthe serieslibres—freehumargroupings
such asalonsandliterarycircles—thanin therealmof the institutions,
which for the mostpartlay down a lastingpatternof behaviourgither
by prescriptions oby the organizationof collectiveundertakingsthus
preventingthe new generatiofrom showing its originality . . Theaes

thetic sphereis perhapghe mostappropriate taeflect overalchanges
of mentalclimate.9

Overallchangesf the mentaklimatethefive, six shiftsin theBritish
novelistic fieldbetweenr740 andigoo. But sincepeopleare born
every daynoteverytwentyfive yearspnwhat basisanthebiological
continuumbesegmented into discrata@its?Mannheimagain:

Whether anewgeneration style emergegvery year, evemirty, everyhur
dred years, or whetherdmergeshythmically at alldependntirelyon
thetrigger actiorof thesocialandcultural process. . Weshall therefore
speakof ageneration as an actuality onlywhere a concrete bond is created
betweenmembersof a generatiorby their being exposed tine social
andintellectualsymptomsof a processf dynamicdestabilization.'

A bonddueto a procesf dynamic destabilizatiorgand one who
was eighteenin 1968 understandsBut again, this cannopossi
bly explainthe regularity of generational replacement, unless one
assumes-absurdly—that the ‘destabilizationsthemselvesoccur
punctuallyeverytwentyfive or thirty years And so,| closeonanote

o Karl Mannheim, 'The Probleraf Generations'in Essays on the Sociology of
Knowledge, Londonigs2, p. 279.
' Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge, pp.303, 310.
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of perplexity: faute de mieuxsome kind of generational mechanism
seems the best way to account for the regularity of the novelistic
cycle—but 'generation' is itself a very questionable concept. Clearly,
we must do better."

VII

Normal literature remains in place for a generation or so . . . It's the
central group of figure 10, which rearranges the forty-four genres
according to their duration, and where about two thirds of them last
indeed between 23 and 35 years." The one large exception is formed
by those genres —nine years, ten, twelve—on the left end of the spec-
trum: why so short-lived? Almost certainly ,because of politics again:
Jacobin anti-Jacobin evangelicalnovelsaround the turn of the century,

" A possible solution: at some point, a particularly significant 'destabilization’
gives rise to a clearly defined generation, which occupies centre stage for 20-30
years, attracting within its orbit, and shaping after its mould, slightly younger
or older individuals. Once biological age pushes this generation to the periph-

ery of the cultural system, there is suddenly room for a new generation, which
comes into being simply becausdt can,destabilization or not; and so on, and

on. A regular series would thus emerge even without a 'trigger action'for each
newgenerationonce the generational clock has been set in motion, it will run its

course—for some time at least. (This is in fact Mentré’s approach to the prob-

lem, especially in the long chapter in which he sketches an unbroken series of
generations throughout French literature from 1515 to 1915.)

2 A first look at French literature from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century

suggests that most of its narrative genres have a similar 30-year span: pastoral

and heroic novels, the nouvelle historique, romanggalants and contes philosophiques,

sentimental novels, the Bildungsroman, the roman gai, the two main phases

('heroic' and 'sentimental') of the roman-feuilleton . . . On the other hand, Sandra

Guardini Vasconcelos and other Brazilian literary historians have pointed out

that when a country importsmost of its novels, the regular turnover of the Anglo-

French generations is replaced by a much more accelerated and possibly uneven

tempo. If they are right—and I think they are—then the Western European case

would once more be the exception rather than the rule of world literature.
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FIGURE 10: British novelistic genres, 17401915 (Guration in years)

In this figure, the most striking exception are the eighty years of Katherine Sobba
Green's periodization for ‘courtship novels’. However, for most historians (and in
part for Green herself) this genre goes through two quite distinct phases: the first

from 1740 to 1780, dominated by the transcendent principle of chastity,

second from 1780 (or, better, 1782, when Burney, in Cecilia, abandons the episto-
lary form) to 1820, dominated by the fundamentally immanent notion of manners.

If one accepts this distinction, the anomaly disappears.

[

For sources, see ‘A Note on the Taxonomy of the Forms’, page 31.
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Chartiseandreligiousnarrativesn thei840s, New\Woman novelf
thei8qgos . . .And asoftenhappenswith politicsandthe novel,the
outcomas astringof explicit ideologicatleclarationsiacobimovels
trying toreform theirvillains by ‘'discussiorand reasoning’, &ary
Kelly puts it; Right ReasoraddsMarilyn Butlerin Jane Austen and
the War of Ideas: a'puzzling'choice shegoeson, thegreat'missed
opportunity'of the Jacobinovelas a formMissedopportunityyes,
but puzzling, perhapsot: if a novelwants to engagthe political
spheredirectly,a serieof unambiguous statementmwevernar
ratively dull, is a perfectly rational choice. And then, ideological
exchangeareaneasywayto captureBraudel's 'dramaticushof the
event': toturn a bookinto A tale of the times, A tale of the day, The
philosophy of the day, to quote someypical r7gos subtitles.But the
conjunctiorof coursevorksbothways: ifwhatmost attracts readers
is the dramaf theday,then,oncethedayis over,so isthenovel. , .

VIII

Why did mostBritishgenres lasts-30 yearsthen butsomeof them
only ten?Becauseéheseépolitical' forms subordinatedarrativeogic
to the tempoof the shortspan,l haveconjectured, andhus they
alsodisappearedith the short sparandl hopetheansweisounds
plausible.But the real point, here, is lesthe specificanswerthan
thetotal heterogeneity d problem and solution: to makesenseof quan
titative data,| hadto abandorthe quantitative universendturnto
morphologyevokeform, in ordeto explain figuresHere thefigures
of the literary market.But when| studiedthe international impact
of Americanfilms, | encountere@xactlythe sameproblematicin
the samplelecad€1986-95), comediesmountedo 20%of thetop
boxoffice hitswithin the UnitedStates, whereatsewhereasfigure
11 shows,they werea lot less successfuespeciallyn Asia and in
the Mediterranean).” The figureswere crystatlear.But if onethen

3 'PlanetHollywood', New Left Reviewg, May-Junezoo1 pp. go-1o1.
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I'IGURE 11 us comedies as a percentage of top five box office hits, 1986-95
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wondered Why this was so—why, in other words, comedies were so
much harder to export than, say, action films— percentages offered
no help, and the explanation had to be sought once again in the realm
of form: as contemporary comedies make large use of jokes, which
are often lost in translation, American comedies are quite simply a lot
less funny in Japanese or Egyptian or Spanish than in English. (Not
for nothing, the great international age of comic films— Chaplin,
Keaton, Lloyd, Laurel and Hardy—coincided with silent cinema.)*

"+ See here how a quantitative history of literature is also a profondly formalist
one-especially atthe beginning and at the end of the research process. At the end,
for the reasons we have just seen; and at the beginning, because a formal concept
is usually what makes quantification possiblein the first place: since a series must
be composed of homogeneous objects, a morphological category is needed—
'novel', 'anti-Jacobin novel', 'comedy', etc—to establish such homogeneity.
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Quantification poses the problem, then, and form offers the solution.
But let me add: if you are lucky. Because the asymmetry of a quan-
titative explanandum and a qualitative explanans leaves you often
with a perfectly clear problem—and no idea of a solution. In 'Planet
Hollywood', for instance, it turned out that absolutely a// Italian box
office hits of the sample decade were comedies; why that was so,
however, was completely unclear. I felt I had to say something, so I
presented an 'explanation', and Nir indulgently printed it; but it was
silly of me, because the most interesting aspect of those data was
that I had found a problem for which | had absolutely no solution. And
problems without a solution are exactly what we need in a field like
ours, where we are used to asking only those questions for which we
already have an answer. 'l have noticed, says Brecht's Herr Keuner,
'that we put many peopleoff our teaching because we have an answer
to everything. Could we not, in the interest of propaganda, draw up a
list of the questions that appear to us completelyunsolved?'

IX

Two brief theoretical conclusions. The firstis again on the cycle as the
hidden thread ofliteraryhistory.'For the elevation of the novelto occur',
writes William Warner in Licensing Entertainment,'the novel of amor-
ous intrigue must . . . disappear'; it is 'the Great Gender Shift' of the
mid-eighteenth century ,adds April Alliston: the disappearanceofearl-
ier fiction by women writers, with the related increase in the number
of male novelists. And it's all true,except for the article: the shift?The
third quarter of the nineteenth century, write Tuchman and Fortin in
Edging Women Out,was 'the period of invasion' of the novelisticfield
by male authors, who eventually 'edge out' their female competitors.’

s William B. Warner, Licensing Entertainment.The Elevation of Novel Reading in
Britain, 1685-1750, Berkeley 1998, p. 44; April Alliston, 'Love in Excess, in Il
romanzo,vol. 1, La cultura del romanzo, Torino 2001, p. 650; Gaye Tuchman and
Nina Fortin, Edging Women Out, New Haven 1989, pp. 7-8.
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But, clearly,a mid-Victorian 'invasionpresupposes r@versabf the
gender shiftof the 1740s. And, in fact, this is what the historical
recordshows:if betweenryso and 1780, asa resultof the initial
shift, men publish indeedwice asmanynovelsas womenin the
late r780s a second shifteverseshegender raticasonecan seén
Garside'dreakdowrior aslightlylaterperiod(figurei12,overleaf)in
whichwomennoveliststamonghemBurney, RadcliffeEdgeworth,
Austen)remain themajorityuntil a third shift occurs, around 1820,
towardsmale writergScottthen Bulwer, Dickens, Thackeray), toe
Followedby a fourth shifbackto womerin mid-century(theBrontes,
Gaskell Braddon, Eliot),andthenby afifth one—the ‘edgingout'—
in the187os. Similardataare beginningo emergdor FranceSpain,
theus,andit's fascinatingo seehowresearchers amnvincedhat
theyareall describing something uniqythegender shifttheeleva
tion of thenovel,thegentrificationtheinventionof high andow, the
feminizationthesentimental educatiotieinvasion. ..),whereas
all likelihoodtheyareall observinghesamecometthatkeepscross
ing and recrossing theky: the saméiterary cycle,where gender and
genreare probablyin synchrony witheachother—a generatiorof
military novelspautical tales, andistoricalnovelsa la Scottattract
ing malewriters, oneof domesticprovincialand sensationovels
attracting womemriters, and so on.

Now, let me be clear, sayinghat these studiedescribethe return
of the samditerary cycle is not an objection:quite the opposite,
my thesisdepend®n their findings, andt evencorroborateshem
somehowby finding the common mechanismwhichis atwork in
all those instance®ut it's alsotrue thatif onereframes individual
instancesas momentsof a cycle,thenthe natureof the questions
changes'Eventsdon'tinterestLucien Febvrdor whatin themis
unique',writes Pomian, butas unitsin a seriesyhich revealthe
conjunctural variationsin . . . a conflict that remains constant
throughout theperiod.””

‘© Pomian, 'L'histoirdesstructures'p. 117.
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Ficure 12: Authorship of new novels, Britain 1800-1829: gender breakdown (percentage)
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Source: Garside, Raven and Schowerling,eds, The English Novel 1770-1829.

The 1810s show an even clearer
pattern of female dominance, with
womennovelistsout-producingtheir
male counterparts in every year,
and accounting for over 50 per cent
of titles in six out of the eight years
between 1810 and 1817. . . As these
figures indicate, the publication of
Jane Austen's novels was achieved
not against the grain but during a
period of female ascendancy. It is
noticeable that Scott's earliest his-
torical novels were launched when
male authorship of fiction was at a
lower than usual ebb.

Peter Garside, “The English

Novel in the Romantic Erd
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Variationsin a conflictthat remains constant: thisvidatemerges
atthelevel of the cycle—and if the conflict remains constanthen
the point is notvho prevaildn this or that skirmish, buéxactlythe
oppositeno victory is everdefinitive,neithermennor womenwrit-
ers'occupy'the British novel onceandfor all, andthe form keeps
oscillatingbackand forthbetweerthetwo groupsAnd if this sounds
like nothing is happeningjo, whatis happenings the oscillation,
which allowsthe novel tousea doublepool oftalents anaf forms,
therebyboosting itgproductivity,andgiving it anedgeoverits many
competitorsBut this processanonly be glimpsedat the level of the
cycle:individualepisodesend,if anythingto conceait, andonly the
abstracpatternrevealghetrue naturef the historicalprocess.”

X

Do cyclesand genresxplain everythingn thehistoryof thenovel?
Of course notBut they bring to light its hidden tempo, ansug
gestsome questions owhatwe could call its internal shapekor
most literaryhistorians,| mean,there is acategoricaldifference
betweerithe novel'and thevarious 'novelisti¢sub)genres’: thenovel
is, soto speak, the substanckthe form, andleservesfull general

7 A comparable oscillation iprobablyat work between Highand Low forms,
whosesimultaneougxistence is a weknown,if oftenignored fact of novel
istic history: from the Hellenistic beginnings(divided between 'subliterary
and'idealized'genres) through th®liddle Ages,the seventeenth centurfthe
Bibliothéque Bleueandaristocratic novels), eighteenth (Warner's jphilenter
tainment'and 'elevation’) nineteenth(feuilletons, railway novels—and'serious
realism’),andtwentieth century(pulp fiction —modernistexperiments)Here,
too,the strengttof thenovelis not tobe foundn oneof thetwo positions butin
its rhythmical oscillation betweethem: thenovelis not hegemonibecause it
makes it into High Culturéit does, yedyutit's so desperately professorial to be
awedby this fact), but fothe opposite reasorit is neveronlyin High Culture,
andit can keepplayingontwotables, preserving its doubtature, whergulgar
andrefinedarealmost inextricable.
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theory;subgenres ammorelike accidents, and thestudy,however
interesting, remainkcalin characterwithout realtheoreticaton
sequences. Thiorty-four genresof figure 9, however,suggest ¢
differenthistorical picture, where th@ovel doesnot develop asa
singleentity—whereis 'the'novel, there?-butby periodicallygen
erating awhole setof genres, andhenanotherand another. . .
Both synchronicallyanddiachronicallyin otherwords,the novelis
the system of its genres: thewholediagramnot oneprivilegedpartof
it. Somegenres arenorphologicallynore significantof course, or
morepopularpr both—andwe mustaccount fothis: butnotby pre
tending thatheyaretheonly ones thagexist. And insteadall great
theoriesof the novelhave preciselyeducedthe novelto onebasic
form only (realism, thadialogic,romancemetanovels. . .); andif
the reduction hagiventhemtheir elegancend power,it hasalso
erasedine tenthf literary history. Toomuch.

| began this chaptey sayinghat quantitativdataare usefubecause
theyare independerdf interpretationthen,thattheyare challeng
ing becaus¢heyoftendemandaninterpretation that transcentise
guantitative realmnow, mostradically,we seethemfalsify existing
theoretical explanations, ardkfor a theory,not so much of ‘the'
novel,butof a whole family of novelistic forms. A theory—of diversity.
Whatthis maymeanwill bethetopicof my third chapter.
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A NOTE ON THE TAXONOMY OF THE FORMS

The genres of figures 9 and 10 are listed below in the following way:
current definition (in capitals); dates of beginning and end; and
critical study from which I have drawn the chosen (and not always
explicit) periodization. Since both figures are meant as a first pano-
rama of a very large territory,soon to be improved by further work,
a few words of caution are in order. First, except for the (rare)cases
in which quantitative data or full bibliographies are available, the ini-
tial date refers to the genre's first recognizable example rather than
to its genuine take-off, which occurs usually several years later; as
our knowledge improves, therefore, it is likely that the chronological
span of novelistic genres will turn out to be significantly shorter than
the one given here. On the other hand, a few genres experience brief
but intense revivals decades after their original peak, like the oriental
tale in 1819—25, or the gothic after 1885, or the historical novel (more
than once). How to account for these Draculaesque reawakenings is
afascinating topic, which however will have to wait for another occa-
sion. Finally, the chart shows neither detective fiction nor science
fiction; although both genres achieve their modern form around
1890 (Doyleand Wells),and undergo a major change in the 1920s,
in step with the overall pattern, their peculiar long duration seems to
require a different approach.

COURTSHIP NOVEL, 1740-1820: Katherine Sobba Green, The
Courtship Novel 1740-1820, Kentucky 1991. PICARESQUE, 1748-90:
F. W. Chandler, The Literature of Roguery, London 1907. ORIENTAL
TALE, 1759~87: Ernest Baker, The History of the English Novel, London
1924, vol. v. EPISTOLARY NOVEL, 1766—95: James Raven, 'Historical
Introduction', in Garside, Raven and Schowerling, eds, The English
Novel 1770~1829, vol. 1. SENTIMENTAL NOVEL, 1768—90: John Mullan,
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'SentimentaNovels',in JohrRichetti, ed.,TheCambridgeCompanion
to the EighteenthRCentury NovelCambridgag96. 'Sy’ NoOVEL, 1770~
18o0: Christopher Flint,'Speakir@bjectsThe Circulatiorof Stories
in EighteentiCentury Proséiction’,pmr4 113 (2), Marchigg8, pp.
212-26. RAMBLE NOVEL, 1773—90: Simon Dickie, The Mid-Century
'Ramble’ Novels,PhD dissertation, Stanfordooo.Jacosin NovEL,
1789-1805: Gary Kelly, The EnglishJacobin Novel 1780-1805, Oxford
1976.GoTHic NoVEL, 1790-1820: PeterGarside, 'The EnglishNovel
in the RomanticEra',in Garside, Ravenand Schowerlingeds,The
English Novel1770-1829, vol. 11. ANTI-JACOBIN NOVEL, 1791-1805:
M. O. Grenby,The Anti-Jacobin Novel, Cambridge2001. NATIONAL
TALE, 1800-31: Katie Trumpener;NationalTale',in PaulSchellinger,
ed., The Encyclopedia othe Novel, Chicago1998, vol. 11. VILLAGE
STORIES, 1804—-32: Gary Kelly, English Fictionof the RomanticPeriod,
1789-1830, London 1989. EvAnGELIcAL NOVEL, 1808-19: Peter
Garside, 'The English Novel in the Romantic Era’. HisToricaL
NovEL, 1814-48: NicholasRance, The Historical Novel and Popular
Politics in NineteenthCentury England, New York 1975. RomaNTIC
FARRAGO, 1822~47: Gary Kelly, English Fiction of the RomanticPeriod.
SILVER-FORK NOVEL, 1825-42: Alison Adburgham Silver Fork Society,
London 1983MiLiTarRy NoOVEL, 1826—-50: PeteiGarside, 'The English
Novel in the Romantic Era’. NauTicaL TALES, 1828-50: Michael
Wheeler, English Fiction ofthe Victorian Period: 1830~90, London
1985.NEwWGATE NOVEL, 1830-47: Keith Hollingsworth,The Newgate
Novel, 183047, Detroit 1963.ConvERSION NOVEL, 1830-53: Sarah
GracombeAnxietiesof Influence: Jewishnesand English Culture in
the Victorian Novel, PhD dissertation,Columbia University2oo3.
INDUSTRIAL NOVEL, 1832-67: CatherineGallagher,The Industrial
Reformation oEnglish Fiction, Chicagdl985.SPoRTING NOVEL, 1838—
67:JohnSutherlandThe StanfordCompaniorto Victorian Literature,
Stanford 1989. GiarTIST NOVEL, 1839-52: Gustav Klaus, The
Literature of Labour,New York 1985.MysTERIES 1846—70: Richard
Maxwell, The Mysteries ofParisand LondonCharlottesvilleya 1992.
MuLTiPLOT NoVEL, 1846-72: Crisi Benford,The Multiplot Noveland
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Victorian Culture, PhD dissertatiorGtanforcoos. BILDUNGSROMAN,
1847-72: MichaelMinden, 'Bildungsroman’in Schellingered.,The
Encyclopedia of the Novel,vol. 11. RELIGIOUS NOVEL, 1848-56: Wheeler,
English Fiction of the Victorian Period. DOMESTIC NOVEL, 1849-~72:
SutherlandStanford Companion to Victorian Literature. PROVINCIAL
NOVEL, 1850-73: lan Duncan, The Provincialor RegionaNovel',in
Patrick Brantlingerand William Thesing, eds,A Companion to the
Victorian Novel, Oxford 2003. SENSATION NoVEL, 1850-76: Nicholas
Rance, Wilkie Collins and Other Sensation Novelists, London1gor.
FanTAasy, 1850—95: C. N. Manlove, Modem Fantasy: Five Studies,
Cambridge1gys. CHILDREN's ADVENTURES, 1851-83: Sutherland,
Stanford Companion to Victorian Literature. SCHOOL STORIES 1857—
81: IsabelQuigly, The Heirs of Tom Brown, London1982.ImPERIAL
ROMANCES, 1868-1902: JoseplBristow, Empire Boys, Londoniggi.
INVASION LITERATURE, 1871-14: 1 F. Clarke,The Tale of the Next Great
War,1871-1914, Liverpooli19gs. Utopia, 1872-1901: Wheeler English
Fiction of the Victorian Period. COCKNEY scHooOL, 1872—97: Sutherland,
Stanford Companion to Victorian Literature. REGIONAL NOVEL, 1873—
96: Duncan,The Provincial orRegionalNovel. NURSERY STORIES,
1876-1906: Gillian Avery, Nineteenth Century Children, London1965.
DEecADENT NovEL, 1884-1906: A. A. Mandal,'DecadentNovel',in
Schellingergd., The Encyclopedia of the Novel, vol. 1. NATURALIST
NOVEL, 1885-1915: William FriersonLinfluence du naturalisme francais
sur les romanciers anglais de 1885 a19oo, Paristg25. IMPERIAL GOTHIC,
1885~1916: Patrick Brantlinger,Rule of Darkness, lthacal988.New
WomaN NoveL, 1888—99: Ann L. Ardis, New Women, New Novels,
New Brunswickiggo. KAiLYArRD scHooL, 1888-1900: Sutherland,
Stanford Companion to Victorian Literature.



