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Family Histories, Literary Time
Margaret J. M. Ezell

The title of a recent book by David Perkins — Is Literary History Possible?
(1992) — is an indicator of the wide range of anxieties which now beset a
critic -contemplating writing in that genre. Although Perkins opens by
declaring that, “I am unconvinced (or deconvinced) that it can be done,” his
work -as 2 whole actually suggests that writing literary history- is indeed
possible, but that it is fraught with dangers, noting as he does that “literary
history comes at a very high cost,” and in Perkins’s eyes is perhaps doable
only by the elect (11, 184). The literary historian, like John Bunyan’s
Christian, must not only battle hostile landscapes dotted with Apollyonic
reviewers and the Vanity Fair of Immanence Theory, but also Sloughs of
Despond generated by the historian’s own self-consciousness of his or her
invasive position in attempting such a formidable task. Perkins does offer a
glimpse of a shining city of mutual understanding, but only if the peripatetic
literary historian resists the temptation of strolling off the path to investigate
what Perkins calls “literary sociology,” which he describes as being
“indistinguishable from history or historical sociology,” and whose findings
do not “much interest literary readers” (177). .

I take the counter position, however. Not only do 1 believe literary
history is possible, but I also believe that it is high time that as an academic
discipline it becomes acquainted with the very disciplines which Perkins,
seeking to keep literary history safe for Formalism, deplores. I feel that in
particular, in the study of the history of the family, we find scholars who
since the 1960s have been grappling with the issues of the constructed
nature of the past and the imperfections of linear narrative to encompass
cultural phenomena. Compared to literary history, family history is a
relatively new discipline; in its attempts to understand and to represent the
family in history and in its confrontations with traditional methods of
narrative social history, I believe that we can find new and fruitful ideas for
dealing with a series of problems which now seem to bring the attempts to
write about the history of literature and literary experience to an uneasy halt.
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Although my examples will be taken primarily from English and American
literary histories, it strikes me that there is no barrier to the application of the
methodologies we find in family history to other national literatures and
periods; family history as a discipline is transcultural, originated by English,
American, and continental historians working in unison.

In the late 1980s it seemed that this phenomenon — literary history
defined as “problem” — might be resolved by a group of critics lumped
under the titles “new historicists” and “cultural materialists” (White 173).
Writing in the 1970s and ‘80s, Stephen Greenblatt, Jonathan Goldberg,
Louis Montrose, and Jonathan Dollimore, to name only a few, offered
controversial “historical” readings of Elizabethan texts; simultaneously,
textual critics such as Jerome J. McGann and Alan Lui were confronting the
dual domains of textual editing and the ideologies of Romantic studies,
asserting the notion that a text is a cultural product, a material artifact. In
their introduction to the collection of articles entitled New Historical
Literary Studies (1993), “The Historicist Enterprise,” Jeffrey Cox and Larry
Reynolds define the multivalent collection of essays which includes both
Greenblatt and McGann as being “new historicist” not for unity in subject
matter or even in methodological approach, but rather in the authors’ shared
distance from “old historicisms” through a “lack of faith in ‘objectivity’ and
‘permanence’” and through their “stress not upon the direct recreation of the
past, but rather the processes by which the past is constructed or invented”
4.

Simultaneously, however, with the celebration of “new” historicism, we
are also reading articles with titles such as “The Theoretical Limits of the
New Historicism™ and “The Vanity of Historicism,” the latter declaring that
what it terms “superhistoricism” consists of “a series of unfortunate mistakes
. . .] substitut[ing] relativism for skepticism [. . .] mistak[ing] historicism for
historicity; and finally, [. . .] vastly exaggerat[ing] the scale of what they
were trying (rightly, no doubt) to turn against” (Rée 976-77). Perhaps most
interestingly, new historicists have been accused of not being very well-
informed about history. Perkins, for example, points to the arbitrary nature
of the choice of context practiced by Greenblatt and Lui, while Richard
Levin asserts that most of the new historicist generalizations about what was
or was not present in the Renaissance are interpretative in the same fashion
as the critics they intend to replace, that new historicist paradigms of the past
are simply substitutions rather than revisions or new methodologies. Levin
refers to them as “negative claims,” which as much as the old historicisms,
“homogenize Renaissance thought [since] their claims that no one then
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could have held some ideas are just as universal as the old claims that
everyone must have held some ideas” (Perkins 1992, 121-52; Levin 437).
Finally, as feminist readers of new historicism such as Judith Newton and
Felicity Nussbaum have pointed out, even in the new histories attention
remains focused on the patriarchal, and the new histories as such have made
little effort to consider gender issues or to include women writers in their
analyses.] ©L
While I personally have gained much from reading many different new

historicist critics and find some of the criticisms of them to be more
reductive than penetrating, nevertheless, that literary history as a hybrid
~ genre still has problems seems undeniable. Writing in 1970, the historian
Hayden White pointed to the conflict between critics who “assume that
literary history is the problem and those who assume that the problem is
literary history” (173). His quizzical remark points to the heart of the
dilemma — what is the relationship between literature and history, between
writing about literature and writing about history? o

- Basically, for scholars of previous generations, to write literary history
has meant to mediate between two traditionally different scholarly projects.
The problem we face today which earlier practitioners did not, is that the
“literary” side has lost much of its former critical stability and closure
through the advent of deconstruction and new formalisms, and for the
literary scholar the historical side also has become problematic through the
turn against “old historicism” by the “new.” Unfortunately, while we have
the old historicism being challenged by the new, the new historicism in turn
seems to leave unfulfilled many expectations. In my opinion, a good part of
the current frustration with literary history writing arises from the fact that
the critics of various versions of literary history, whether old or new, have
assumed that we all mean the same thing by “history” — that is to say, while
literary methodologies may change, “history” remains constant. In moving
from the “old” history to the “new” historicism, critics have focused on
changing the theoretical model by which we [link literature to history;
meanwhile, the historians themselves have been changing the very definition
and nature of history itself as well as incorporating new methodologies from
other disciplines.

1 For an overview of the conflicts between feminist historical scholarship and. the new
historicist work, see Judith Newton, “History as Usual? Feminism and the ‘New Historicism,’”
in The New Historicism, ed. H. Aram Veeser (New York: Rouﬂedge, 1989), 152-67, and the
introduction to The New Eighteenth Century: Theory, Politics, English Literature, eds. Felicity
Nussbaum and Laura Brown (London: Methuen, 1987).
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It is worth our time to look again at the methodological positions of the
seemingly “golden age” of unproblematic literary history. Although we now
dismiss early “institutional” histories as critically naive and although their
representations of the past are rightfully questioned by several “postmodern”
perspectives — ranging from new historicists to the critics of new historicism
such as Perkins and Levin — it is also true that the basic “problem” of the
relationship between historical study and “literary” historical study remains
open and that the two seemingly different models share numerous
presuppositions about the past and about historiography. We will continue to
have these critical anxiety dreams, I believe, until we are able to recognize
the methodological dilemmas created by history writing as such which were
faced by our prede'cessors and find ways not to constantly repeat them, In
these earlier texts which are distanced from us, we can see some of the
presuppositions about literary history which continue to plague us under
different rubrics.

The critical stress factors upon the genre of literary historiography have
not always been present in these different categories. Indeed, as Perkins
notes, the amalgamation of period history studies with aesthetic criticism has
had a long and happy run (1991, 1). By placing literary texts in a historical
framework, nineteenth- and early twentieth-century practitioners argued that
“juster” interpretations of texts could be made and literary works could be
more fully appreciated by the general reader; literary history wasn’t seen as
a problem, but as a solution to the cultural alienation of the general,
nonspecialist reader. Through reading literary histories, one became
possessed of one’s national heritage, one’s literary family album, as it were.
In literary history, we were repeatedly told, we could “see the man,” and
“know the thoughts of a generation.” Interestingly, literary history at the turn
of the century also made extensive use of metaphors and models of
development based on a notion of the “family” to explain literature — within
genres, literary texts are frequently depicted as going through human life
cycles — infancy, maturity, and in some instances, decline and decay.

One of the first things one notices when reading literary histories written
at the end of the nineteenth and start of the twentieth century, either of a
period or a national literature, is this confident certainty of the purpose and
value of the enterprise of literary history. The 19th-century scholar’s clear
sense of the dual mission of literary history for Anglo-American scholars —
to-illuminate great works by placing them in historical context and through
great works to reveal the spirit of an age — re-emerges in the 1920s and ‘30s
in discussions over the “scientific” vs. “humanistic” study of literature.
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In 1922, the presidential address at MLA stressed the need for literary
history to investigate the still unexplored aspects of literature, and proposed
a series of topics for future literary histories: -

Are there forms of literature and themes which persist through the centuries
unchanged by time or by passing from one nation to another? [. . .] What
relative values have differences in religion, organization of the family,
relation of the individual to the state, and the like, as causes of the
transformation of the stock themes of literature? [. . .| Do new themes and
new ‘techniques ¢ome ‘usually from men of recognized genius or not? [. . .]
Are there periods during which literature bears no relation to national life?
{quoted in Coffman, 500)

Such questions as these — is literary value transhistorical? what is the
relation between the subject as creative subjectivity and the subject as
constrained by an external power? — while quite different in expression are
quite similar in thought to those found in new historicism, but they seem
unmarked by our postmodern concerns. Instead, a commentator on this
speech pointed with confidence and pleasure to the power of literary history
to illuminate previously dark areas, offering as an example A. O. Lovejoy’s
The Great Chain of Being (1936) whose thesis was that “in literature the
- concrete outlook of humanity receives its expression” and in literary texts,
the critic can “discover the inward thoughts of a generation” (quoted in
Coffman, 503). _ | ST

In this same spirit, in 1929 Edwin Greenlaw addressed the MLA on the
“pfovince of literary history.” Greenlaw declared that its “purpose is to study

the history of civilization through literature, rather than to study authors and . .

their works as isolated phenomena” (x). Referring to literary texts as
“transcripts of life,” Greenlaw believed that “literary history concerns, as
'Bacon would say, the record of the lives of men of letters, the influence
upon them of the life about them and of their life in books, and the writirigs
themselves. [. . .] Literary history looks on literature as one phase of that
history of the human spirit which is one of the chief learnings, [and] is -
humanism itself” (36). Questions about whether or not there was anything
odd about the lack of great women of letters did not trouble this
contemporary of Virginia Woolf. Questions about the rela_tionship_ between
history writing and literary history, likewise, are tactfully avoided.

When one turns to the literary histories themselves which were produced
leading up to and during the first part of the twentieth century, one finds a
common set of methodological approaches and metaphorical constructions_ _
which seem to govern their contents. For example, when one turns to
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Hippolyte Taine’s influential History of English Literature (1895), it is clear
from its opening paragraphs how the literary text is to be used as a historical
document: it forms “a transcript of contemporary manners, a type of a
certain kind of mind [from which] one might retrace, from the monuments
of literature, the style of man’s feelings and thoughts for centuries back” (1).
Taine sees literary history as primarily a tool by which the present can
recover a living past: the literary historian’s role is to “study the document
only in order to know the man” and literary history is the pursuit of “a
system in human sentiments and ideas; and this system has for its motive
power certain general traits, certain marks of the intellect and the heart
common to men of one race, age, or country” (2, 9). For the purposes of
study, Taine divides the data into three types or “sources” of dominant
characteristics which “produce this elementary moral state — the race, the
surroundings, and the epoch” (12). “If these forces could be measured and
computed, one might deduce from them as from a formula the specialties of
future civilizations” (18). He concludes his “Introduction” by stating that “it
is [. . .] chiefly by the study of literatures that one may construct a moral
history, and advance toward the knowledge of psychological laws, from
‘which events spring” (26). ' ,

The problems or anxieties present in practising literary history at the
present moment are clearly highlighted in these confident declarations of the
purpose and methods in the literary histories we received from our
predecessors. Whether or not one professes humanism as the final goal, we
have become aware of the extent to which humanism as a cultural
construction can restrict as well as liberate thought. Even the phrasing —
“men of genius,” “men of letters,”™ “Spirit of-a nation” — sits uncomfortably
for many of .us, reminding us that although the labels are grammatically
inclusive, the histories produced by these generations typically did not
explore the psychology, spirit, or writings of over half of the population, and
that the official, representative experience and institutions of humanism as
well as of literary institutions and nations was male and from a particular
social group. For Taine, all of history could be encompassed in examining
race or nation, surroundings or political context, and epoch. For those of us
now, for example, who are interested in women’s experiences and women’s
literary activities, there is an obvious and pressing need to continue to “en-
gender” this history and its traditional methods of scholarship which,
‘because they did not take gender into account as a significant factor, do not
enable us to analyze different types of literary experience.

L1 I 14
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‘Even if we consider the presentation of only male writers as a group, we
are left to wonder in these sweeping histories about those men who
somehow escaped participating in supposedly universal sentiments. We lack
earlier critics’ flair for ruthless historical amputation when confronted by
anomalies or simply massive amounts of texts: in 1915, the unfortunately
named Prof. Krapp was able to take care of such problems by announcing in |
his “Preface” that, “the author has assumed the liberty of saying nothing
about works and about writers that, to his mind, required no mention [..];it
would be unkind for the literary critic or historian to attempt to rescue
insignificant names from the ‘poke of oblivion” where time in its mercy has
permitted them to rest in peace™ (xiii). :

Examining these positions on a microlevel, we see that the metaphors
which form the structures of the literary histories of the early twentieth
century also reveal a common set of assumptions about narrative and about
history'which cause us to pause in the present day. Literary types typically
“grow,” “rise,” and “flourish,” in botanical or bread-making fashion; in John
Mackinnon Robertson’s Elizabethan Literature, eighteenth-century literary
efforts are described as Elizabethan styles which “ran to seed, as the phrase
goes” (10). Relying on organic metaphors rather than mechanistic ones,
earlier literary historians implicitly offer a deterministic structure for their
histories around a pattern of birth or origins, growth or development, and in
some cases, decay or decline. Krapp, for example, observes sadly that, “Old
English prose is to be respected, but it was never highly developed as an art,
nor was its vitality great enough to withstand the shock of the several
conquests which brought about a general confusion of English ideals” (vii).
Amusingly, the sensitivity to literary rot and dying genres varies from period
history to period history; if you consult Robertson’s Elizabethan Literature
you would be alerted to avoid the poetry and prose of the seventeenth
century and the “Augustan period,” as representing the best of the
Elizabethan gone to seed, “constrained,” “fettered,” and “less dignified,”
while in Wedgwood’s Seventeenth-Century Literature, these very same
periods are in the process of “developling] a rich maturity,” representing
“the confident and fertile youth of modern English” (Wedgwood 4).

The metaphors chosen to represent the task of the literary historian are
likewise revealing about the assumptions driving the design of the historical
narratives. One of the most frequent metaphors employed by early
twentieth-century literary historians is that they are “surveying” a
“landscape” in order to “map” it. Wedgwood opens her account by
declaring: “A short general history of English literature in the seventeenth
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century can give no more than approximate directions for crossing a
complicated, various, and sometimes clouded landscape. Before certain
famous views every guide must halt: that mountain peak is Milton, this

delightful grove is Dryden" 1). J. J. Jusserand opens his A Literary History
of the English People 1912) equally disarmingly:

Many histories have preceded this one; many others will come after. Such is
the charm of the subject, that volunteers will never be lacking to undertake

this journey so hard, so delightful too.

As years go on, the journey lengthens: wider grows the field, further
advance the seekers, and from the top Of unexplored headlands, through
morning mists, they descry outlines of countries till then unknown. 1, v)

Jusserand goes on to combine the roles of the historical cartographer with
that of the literary botanist, describing how the historian confronted with this
unexplored country must investigate the country "across barren moors and
frozen fens, among the chill rushes and briars that never blossom, till those
Edens of poetry are reached" |, v).

In using this notion of the historical past as landscape, the historians are
also indicating their principles of navigation, or narration. We find Edmund
Gosse lamenting in his A History of Eighteenth Century Literature 1911),
that "the vast landmarks of the preceding century, the colossal Shakespeares
and Bacons and Miltons, are absent here [. .] the general level of merit is
much higher, while the solitary altitudes are more numerous but considerably

less commanding” vi). The concept that "that mountain peak is
Milton," recurs repeatedly, with "great" figures looming out of the
andscape t0 form "landmarks" for organizing and understanding the whole
while lesser figures get assigned lesser topographical roles: thus we can
imagine a Restoration topography of Dryden the grove, and, one can only
project, the Earl of Rochester the bog, and women writers other than
Katherine Philips and the Countess of Winchilsea, the shrubs), not at all.

When we turn to the more recent institutional histories, such as the
volumes of the Oxford History of English Literature, begun in the 1930s but
often not completed until twenty to thirty years later, we find clearly marked
this notion of historical narrative as organized around "monumental” figures
who represent the spirit or the psychology of the age. Times changed,
however, between the assigning of the contracts and the appearance of the
volumes. Reviewers of these volumes were quick to point to their
vulnerabilities. A review of C. S. Lewis's English Literature in the Sixteenth
Century 1954) reveals, in addition to the wonderful fact that one could pur-
















































