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The Slaughter

Le t me  be g in with a fe w title s : Arabian Tales, Aylmers, Annaline, Alicia de Lacey, Albigenses, Augustus and Adelina,
Albert, Adventures of a Guinea, Abbess of Valiera, Ariel, Almacks, Adventures of Seven Shillings, Abbess, Arlington,
Adelaide, Aretas, Abdallah the Moor, Anne Grey, Andrew the Savoyard, Agatha, Agnes de Monsfoldt, Anastasius,
Anzoletto Ladoski, Arabian Nights, Adventures of a French Sarjeant, Adventures of Bamfylde Moore Carew, A
Commissioner, Avondale Priory, Abduction, Accusing Spirit, Arward the Red Chie)ain, Agnes de Courcy, An Old Friend,
Annals of the Parish, Alice Grey, Astrologer, An Old Family Legend, Anna, Banditt's Bride, Bridal of Donnamore,
Borderers, Beggar Girl . . .

It was  the  firs t pag e  of an 1845 catalog : Columbe ll's  c irculating  library, in De rby: a s mall colle ction, of the  kind
that wante d only s ucce s s ful books . But today, only a couple  of title s  s till ring  familiar. The  othe rs , nothing .
G one . The  his tory of the  world is  the  s laug hte rhous e  of the  world, re ads  a famous  He g e lian aphoris m; and of
lite rature . The  majority of books  dis appe ar fore ve r--and "majority" actually mis s e s  the  point: if we  s e t
today's  canon of nine te e nth-ce ntury Britis h nove ls  at two hundre d title s  (which is  a ve ry hig h fig ure ), the y
would s till be  only about 0.5 percent of all publis he d nove ls .

And the  othe r 9 9 .5 pe rce nt?  This  is  the  que s tion be hind this  article , and be hind the  larg e r ide a of lite rary
his tory that is  now taking  s hape  in the  work of s e ve ral critics --mos t re ce ntly S ylvie  Thore l-Caille te au, Katie
Trumpe ne r, and Marg are t Cohe n. The  diCe re nce  is  that, for me , the  aim is  not s o  much a chang e  in the  canon--
the  dis cove ry of pre curs ors  to  the  canon or alte rnative s  to  it, to  be  re s tore d to  a [End P a g e  2 0 7 ] promine nt
pos ition--as  a chang e  in how we  look at all of lite rary his tory: canonical and noncanonical: tog e the r.  To do
s o, I focus  on what I call rivals: conte mporarie s  who write  more  or le s s  like  canonical authors  (in my cas e ,
more  or le s s  like  Arthur Conan Doyle ), but not quite , and who inte re s t me  be caus e , from what I have  s e e n of
that forg otte n 9 9  pe rce nt, the y s e e m to be  the  larg e s t conting e nt of the  "g re at unre ad," as  Cohe n calls  it.
And that's  re ally my hope , as  I have  s aid: to  come  up with a ne w s e ns e  of the  lite rary fie ld as  a whole . 

But of cours e , the re  is  a proble m he re . Knowing  two hundre d nove ls  is  alre ady diCicult. Twenty thousand?
How can we  do it, what doe s  "knowle dg e " me an, in this  ne w s ce nario?  One  thing  for s ure : it cannot me an the
ve ry clos e  re ading  of ve ry fe w te xts --s e culariz e d the olog y, re ally ("canon"!)--that has  radiate d from the
che e rful town of Ne w Have n ove r the  whole  fie ld of lite rary s tudie s . A larg e r lite rary his tory re quire s  othe r
s kills : s ampling ; s tatis tics ; work with s e rie s , title s , concordance s  [End P a g e  2 0 8 ] , incipits --and pe rhaps
als o the  "tre e s " that I dis cus s  in this  e s s ay. But firs t, a brie f pre mis e .

The School and the Market

The  s laug hte r of lite rature . And the  butche rs --re ade rs : who re ad nove l A (but not B, C, D, E, F, G , H, . . .) and s o
ke e p A "alive " into  the  ne xt g e ne ration, whe n othe r re ade rs  may ke e p it alive  into  the  following  one , and s o
on until e ve ntually A be come s  canoniz e d. Re ade rs , not profe s s ors , make  canons : acade mic de cis ions  are
me re  e choe s  of a proce s s  that unfolds  fundame ntally outs ide  the  s chool: re luctant rubbe r-s tamping , not
much more . Conan Doyle  is  a pe rfe ct cas e  in point: socially s upe rcanonical rig ht away, but academically
canonical only a hundre d ye ars  late r. And the  s ame  happe ne d to  Ce rvante s , De foe , Aus te n, Balz ac, Tols toy. . .
. 

A s pace  outs ide  the  s chool, whe re  the  canon is  s e le cte d: the  marke t. Re ade rs  re ad A and s o ke e p it alive ;
be tte r, the y buy A, inducing  its  publis he rs  to  ke e p it in print until anothe r g e ne ration s hows  up, and [End
P a g e  2 0 9 ] s o  on. A concre te  e xample  can be  found in Jame s  Rave n's  e xce lle nt s tudy of Britis h publis hing
be twe e n 1750  and 1770 : if one  looks  at...
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Undoing legal violence: Walt er Benjamin's and Giorgio Agamben's aest het ics of  pure means,
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