Leah Price

CULTURES OF THE COMMONPLACE

The kind of anthology most familiar to academic literary critics today — delimited by nationality,
aanged by chronology — was unknown in Richardson’s lifetime. The anthology itself is much older,
s we have seen. But the defeat of perpetual copyright in 1774 changed the use to which the form
was put. Only once the legal status of earlier works came to diverge from that of new ones did
English-language anthologies take on the retrospective function (and the academic audience) that
they maintain today. Timely miscellanies of new works gave way to timeless gleanings from the
backlist. On or about 1774, as the research of Barbara Benedict and Trevor Ross has shown, literary
’E history became anthologists’ job.'
i A generation of late-eighteenth-century anthologies established not only the content of the
% anon to date, but also the rules by which future literature would be transmitted, notably the
| expectation that every anthology-piece bear a signature and that its signatory be dead.? Even more
important than their ambition to consolidate a national tradition, however, was the near-monopoly
that a few school anthologies achieved by the end of the century, allowing large numbers of
schoolchildren to share the experience of reading not just the same anthology-pieces but the same
anthologies. Looking back on the Elegant Extracts: or Useful and Entertaining Passages in Prose Selected for
the Improvement of Scholars in Classical and other Schools first published by Vicesimus Knox in 1784, an
1816 edition could boast that the ‘uni ormity of English books, in schools’ which enabled ‘all the
tudents of the same class, provided with copies of the same book, . . . to read it together’ woulc‘i have
been logistically unthinkable a few generations ago. The class reciting in uni‘son provided an image
for a cultyre cemented not only by the affordability but by the ubiquity of a few standard
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ght have furnished as good a collection , €,
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1-book like this, not to insert scarce and curigys Works

known and universally celebrated

preceding collections . . '
and undergo a little trouble, mi
business of the Editor of a schoo
. but to collect such as were publicly

-+ Private
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judgement, in a work like this, must often give way to public.

An anthology that reproduces the words of poets a.lso 'recordS the VOiCe. of fame. An AManyeng;,
rather than a creator, its editor represents a community Inaseatl ah expr.essmg 2 self. In the sam wa
that each anthology-piece functions (at least in theory) as a repres.en.tatlve synecdoche for the 10nger
text from which it is excerpted, the anthologist claims to stand within—and for - the same audienc
that he addresses. Samuel Johnson had positioned himself within that public when he professed in the
Life of Gray (itself prefaced to one of the volumes which together make up an anthology writ large of
Works of the English Poets) to ‘rejoice to concur with the common reader; for by the common sense of
readers uncorrupted with literary prejudices . .. must be finally decided all claim to Poetical
honours’.” Johnson’s ‘common sense’ anticipates Knox’s ‘public judgement’ as closely as the Lattey'y
lumbering antitheses imitate the former’s measured periods, but the Extracts go farther to silence
Johnson’s critical ‘I’ altogether. Caught between the readers for whom he speaks and the writers
from whom he copies, the editor dwindles to a vanishing point. In the last moment of the book
marked as Knox’s own — since the ‘extracts’ themselves change him from author to compiler - the
speaker writes himself out of existence. The preface ends with a quotation: ‘I will, therefore,
conclude my preface with the ideas of Montaigne: — “I have here only made a nosegay of culled flowers, and
have brought nothing of my own but the thread that ties them.
Knox’s, this conclusion prefigures the transition from
body of the text where other authors’ voices displace h
reader together with his originality as a writer. Far from
of the reading public, the anthologist exemplifies it.’

Knox’s self-
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Knox’s scissor-doings
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through their course of education, they hav.e 2 ge;;lra_l acquil’l:ltaBl;: v:ll;}’l, Perhaps.
gene 8 ittle of the best productions of their own Auld’s fear thy
four languages, and know litt Jine learning would eliminate students’ ‘owp’ literature
eagerness for the Presgigge;); f:::;;;t to construct a national canon by teaching mep,
curriculum rev:‘lsles :e ender difference among consumers, rather than, like Sandr,
women. Yet ,bo OCH;1 tib of Literature by Women two centuries later, among prodyce
Susan .Gubar S Nortofl]( n v ni]i' o Catlipine TalbOt, Frances Bl'OOl(C, Lady Mary Wort]
inclu51o.n of seven at}(j ;ln re, Hester Chapone, and Maria Edgeworth — fails to make T, Femal, Spea}ge;
LUC).’ Aiken, Hann, do _]’)alanced than Enfield’s collection, which had a]ready includeq one i gy,
significantly m;relge}?e::e]f Barbauld’s interpellation of readers differs sharply from Gilbert g4
Iz;er:)on, oi eB;;res:lrlltation ” .w-riterS; the limits of her anthology depend not on wh, Wrote
col;tzl;ltss bl.ll)t who edits and reads them, By making clear that the ‘Female S_P??ker, of her tile Tefrg
only to ’the audience who recites from it, Barbauld rules out the possibility that speech m;
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‘mother tongue’ reinforces the feminization of bourgeois culture that Knox exploits in hig

equally

55, and
particularly the ladies’ write better letters than scholars. ' In the Extracts, too, the language of gender

¢ s
nts, men
assonant Elegant Epistles, whose preface reassures readers that ‘merchants, men of busine,

slips easily into commercial metaphors. The 1816 preface’s description of ‘the days of our fathery
concludes:

Persons who had never extended their views to ancient and classic lore, but had been
confined in their education to English, triumphed in the common intercourse of
society, over the academical scholar . . . It became highly expedient therefore to
introduce more of English reading into our classical schools; that those who went into
the world with their coffers richly stored with the golden medals of antiquity, might at

the same time be furnished with a sufﬁciency of coin from the modern mint, for the
commerce of ordinary life,"”

While adjectives like ‘common’ and ‘ordinar
invoke, the 1816 preface transposes them fro
‘public judgement’) to terms of exchange
Knox had already defended his lack of ori
of experience gave [“‘whatever was fo
scholar’s ‘scarce and curious works’ are
ancestral ‘stores’ are to the exchange o
stand for two competing models
rarity, the other with 3 currency

Knox makes even more
collection, Winter Evenings: or |

Yy’ describe the same community that earlier edition,s
m words denoting evaluation (‘universal celebratior,l,
(‘common intercourse’, ‘the commerce of ordinary lif¢)
ginality by analogy with the circulation of coins: ‘the stamp
und in previous collections”] currency.’ Here, to?, the
to the anthology-reader’s ‘commerce of ordinary life wht
f ‘coins’. Aristocratic inheritance and bourgeois commerc.e
of literature: one compares it with heirlooms valuable for ther
whose worth depends on its circulation.'®

global chims for the circulation of literature in his later es::y’
ucubrations on Life and Letters (1788), which amplifies L Emﬂme

proliferation of new publication
which popular English literatyre
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which reflects SO
grcaﬂy to extend the language and learning of Great Britain,

contribute

ipersely with its Tariy:

The erudition which is confined to a few libraries, or locked in the bosom of a few
Professors ... may be compared to a stagnant pool; large perhaps and deep, but of
little utility; while the knowledge which displays itself in popular works may be said to

resemble a river, fertilizing, Pefreshing’ and embellishjng whole provinces through
which its meanders roll their tide.'

The analogy of the river alludes to economic circulation as well, for Knox specifies that the “low’ of
English learning depends on ‘commercial engagements’. His celebration of global exchange differs
not only from antiquarian projects like Thomas Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765),
which define literature as a national inheritance, but even more radically from the factionalism of
Ritson’s ballad collections.

The fact that the Elegant Extracts happen to be edited by a conservative Anglican clergyman —
| not, like the Speaker or the Female Speaker, by a woman, a radical, or a dissenter — suggests how little
| itscommercial model of literary circulation and feminized vision of the literary public depend on
. ay individual anthologist’s identity (what Knox himself dismisses as ‘private judgement’) but how
| inexorably they follow from the genre of the anthology itself.” The anthologist speaks ex officio or
mtatall. Conversely, Knox's self-consciousness about the relations among money, gender, and the
dreulation of literature reflects more than a biographical mismatch between his own classical
education and his readers’ presumed lack of it (or between his gentlemanly pretensions and his
anthologies’ commercial success). Knox’s ambivalence looks back to the ambiguous gender of the
figre who oversees the transmission of texts and of property in Sir Charles Grandison, and forward to
George Eliot’s hesitation about being excerpted in gift books marketed to girls. Eliot associates
a“thOlogies with private exchange among female consumers, Knox with the international trade
arried oyt by classically illiterate men. Both take the anthology as a limit case for the entanglement
of esthetis with money. L.

! The convergence that anthologies like Knox'’s and Enfield’s celebrated bejtwecn the feminiza-
i e ot of e v sl
Swar-msannah More’s charge in Strictures on the Modern System of .’:’1‘] 5 ¢ of a young 15dy's
: of Abndgments, Beauties, and Compendiums, . . . form too considerable a par young

'y . nteed condensers
Y’ did not so much reflect facts (since the formal education of boys guara

t : : age that Knox and
" most centralizeq and captive audience) as literalize the gendered languag

el hag used to define their audience’s class position. More adds:

which derived their chief beauty
ther by some extract-maker,
dant materials, while they

Afew fine passages from the poets (passages perhaps
from their position and connection) are huddled toge
lwhose brief and disconnected patches of broken and (:;f::l;ill the mind nor form the
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"M young readers with the vanity of reciting, n: lshallow sources the hackney d
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1 and it is not difficult to trace back to thei
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dies, who will be frequently found
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price of time and industry.

That attack on “the hackney’d quotations of 'certain accomplish’d y oun% ladies’ recally Rig).
ardson’s revisionary claim that ‘seldom did [Clarissa] ql'lot‘:; orhrepeat f;'om. .poets Shihd
immediately, More’s insistence in Coelebs jr;lSearch of a' Wife hat er orilx erfumne Paragon,
Stanley, ‘does not say things to be quoted’.” In the Stnctures,. ewever,' ore’s coneel:n i epister,
logical as much as moral. Quoting reflects not simply ferTumnc vanity, but feminine imposty
More’s argument draws on three turn-of-the-cen'tury estfletlc con.cep’ts tha‘t ha.we fueled the backlyg,
against anthologies well into the present: originality (the ‘true 'sprmg , the orl.gmal works’)
structure (‘position and connection’ opposed to ‘broken and discordant materials

» Mope
Lugjl

, > OTganjc
); and, most of
the fear of a mass public.

Yet More protests anthologists’ appeal to a frivolous feminine audience only at the expense of
naturalizing it. Compilation is to complete works as women to men: both secondary rather
‘original’, both decorative but ‘shallow’. Indeed, More’s attack on the ‘disconnected’ structue f
anthologies echoes her description elsewhere of the female mind: ‘Both in composition and actioy
[women] excel in details; but they do not so much generalize their ideas as men . . . Women have
equal parts, but are inferior in wholeness of mind, in the integral understanding.’ That taste for deta,

including textual beauties, extends from women themselves to feminized men. More’s caricature of

a fop |

. . . studied while he dress’d, for true ’tis
He read Compendiums, Extracts, Beauties
Abreges, Dictionnaires, Recueils,

Mercures, Journaux, Extraits, and Feuilles,?

Attention to anthology-pieces undermines masculinity as much as does attention to dress.

More appropriates not only Knox’s assumptions about gender but his metaphors of com-
munity. Her image of the ‘swarm’ neatly inverts the picture of the busy editorial bechive thit
decorates the title-page of his Extracts. In Knox, the commonplace stands not only for the hard work
involved in culling literary ‘flowers’ but for the sociable character of that project. One contempe™

ary editor’s conventional defense of the ‘extract’ makes clear how well the beehive emblemati®
Knox’s subordination of the editorial self

have cull’d from various flowers my share
performed the duties of a good citizen o
swarm for a hive turned the apiary image
In 1782 the London Magazine had already c

to the literary community: ‘if like the industrious bee |
of Honey, and stored it in the common Hive, ! shall h“fV:
f the Republic of letters.’”® But More’s substitution Ob
against itself, replacing the republic of letters by the ™

—
. : % lmltator
haracterized anthologists as a ‘swarm of servile fair’ O

i . n
In a volume some dozen lines of Milton, P’OPC’ :;re’s a
T, and a chapter from Sterne,’” Like Coleridge’s f the
Power which anth

turn 0
ologists modestly disclaimed. By the th
what Lonsdale calls ‘the hyp

; jghte¢”
notically influential way in which the <8
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cceded in anthologizing itself’ had provoked an ¢
0

qually powerfyl i :
c€nturY5 ¢ ience — a public which, like novel-read i egainst antho-

ers, ranked scarcely above illiterates in

B ‘the all
3 Bt their Pa
: y:a self-s

E .

aphlet Against Anthologies proposes no alternative except a kind of
ufficient corpus of self-contained oeuvres.

This full Corpus would include all poets who had a certain recognizable minimum of
credibility . . - If there were any disagreement at a] about whether or not a poet
should be included, he would naturally be included. When i was agreed to include a
poet, disagreement as to his relative merit would not matter, as each poet would be

.7
printed entire.

~ gomething close to the ‘Corpus’ imagined by Riding and Graves has finally been realized in the form
* f Chadwyck-Healey’s English Full-Text Poetry Database, arranged like theirs by author, and delimited
by the ‘recognizable minimum of credibility’ borrowed (with scattershot additions) from the New
(ambridge Bibliography of English Literature. Yet both corpuses are ‘full’ only in the sense that they
* cclude ceuvres wholesale rather than piecemeal, omitting minor poets instead of minor poems.
Riding and Graves’s metonymic demand for ‘each poet entire’ simply displaces the canon of
anthology-picces bya catalogue of signatures. The life replaces the poem as the smallest unit that can
stnd on its own. That substitution depends in turn on the exclusion of anonymous texts, which
became conventional in literary anthologies (as opposed to antiquarian ones) at the same moment in
.~ which collections like Knox’s Extracts systematically began to disclaim their editors’ individuality,
Like the Extracts, the Pamphlet makes authorial subjectivity the precondition of editorial objectivity.
- Their doubly impersonal reference to a ‘recognizable credibility’ spares Riding and Graves from
specifying who recognizes ‘merit’ and who is expected to ‘credit’ that recognition. Both arguments
project the editor’s taste onto readers (Riding and Graves’s ‘recognizable minimum of credibility’,
Knox's ‘voice of fame’ and ‘public judgment’) at the same time as they replace the editor’s
indiﬂ'duality with the identity of the authors who sign their raw materials.

Ata moment when the editors of the Norton Anthology of English Literature are experimenting
with a safon des refusés on the Web — a supplementary collection of texts too unwieldy to fit wi-thin its
covers — it s tempting to imagine that the electronic database will eliminate the economic con-
traints which have so long rendered the excerpt unavoidable. But the needs to which the antholo'gy

- "®ponds are hermeneutic, not just logistical. So far at least, Margaret Ezell’s hope tl.lat exhaus't(;ve
full-tex databases will render anthologies of women’s writing obsolete looks as utopian as thfe ‘1 eaf
that genetically modified crops can end famine. Anthologies more often reSPOI“d Lk ZSBLIII' Z‘t 3
“cessible texts than to their shortage: what they omit is as crucial as. what ?ey mdl;i‘; mI;x]: ai
g ke Ki's defined only the minima it ofanemerging tadion vhose mins
) m had already been marked by the encyclopedic reprint series gegmmng . hg s
et (forty-four volumes published between 1773 and 1776). This speed Wit w

pu o _ Is how quickly information overload
createsar)’ canon followed upon Blair’s sufficient onf.: rel"e:0 limit the data available, but to order
it ha: iema“d o Yl doflafapaete KB 'Slmp ) truer for the anthology: ‘If books [as

aul Duguid has argued of the codex remains even

Necess

., . onine information, that
?P[’Oscd to digita] media] can be thought of as “containing” and even Jmprlsomngflll;oomaking’ o
1 . . to !
nformatlon must, in the last analysis, be understood as inescapably the produc
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