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   L ITER ATUR E , COMMERCE , A ND THE 
SPECTACLE OF MODER NIT Y, 1750–1800 

  Paul Keen explores how a consumer revolution which reached its 
peak in the second half of the eighteenth century shaped debates 
about the role of literature in a polite modern nation, and tells the 
story of the resourcefulness with which many writers responded 
to these pressures. From dream reveries which mocked their own 
entrepreneurial commitments, such as Oliver Goldsmith’s account 
of selling his work at a “Fashion Fair” on the frozen Th ames, to the 
 Microcosm ’s mock plan to establish “a licensed warehouse for wit,” 
writers insistently tied their literary achievements to a sophisticated 
understanding of the uncertain complexities of a modern trans-
actional society. Th is book combines a new understanding of late 
eighteenth-century literature with the materialist and sociological 
imperatives of book history and theoretically infl ected approaches 
to cultural history. 

  pau l k een  is Professor of English at Carleton University.    
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   Th is series aims to foster the best new work in one of the most challenging fi elds 
within English literary studies. From the early 1780s to the early 1830s a formid-
able array of talented men and women took to literary composition, not just in 
poetry, which some of them famously transformed, but in many modes of writing. 
Th e expansion of publishing created new opportunities for writers, and the political 
stakes of what they wrote were raised again by what Wordsworth called those “great 
national events” that were “almost daily taking place”: the French Revolution, the 
Napoleonic and American wars, urbanization, industrialization, religious revival, 
an expanded empire abroad and the reform movement at home. Th is was an enor-
mous ambition, even when it pretended otherwise. Th e relations between science, 
philosophy, religion, and literature were reworked in texts such as  Frankenstein  and 
 Biographia Literaria ; gender relations in  A Vindication of the Rights of Woman  and 
 Don Juan ; journalism by Cobbett and Hazlitt; poetic form, content and style by the 
Lake School and the Cockney School. Outside Shakespeare studies, probably no 
body of writing has produced such a wealth of comment or done so much to shape 
the responses of modern criticism. Th is indeed is the period that saw the emergence 
of those notions of “literature” and of literary history, especially national literary 
history, on which modern scholarship in English has been founded. 

 Th e categories produced by Romanticism have also been challenged by recent 
historicist arguments. Th e task of the series is to engage both with a challenging 
corpus of Romantic writings and with the changing fi eld of criticism they have 
helped to shape. As with other literary series published by Cambridge, this one 
will represent the work of both younger and more established scholars, on either 
side of the Atlantic and elsewhere. 

  For a complete list of titles published see end of book .  
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  For John Barrell, and for Neve, Abbey, and Morgan, 
distinguished scholars, the lot of them.
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    Literary space is not an immutable structure, fi xed once and for all 
in its hierarchies and power relations. But even if the unequal dis-
tribution of literary resources assures that such forms of domination 
will endure, it is also a source of incessant struggle, of challenges 
to authority and legitimacy, of rebellions, insubordination, and 
ultimately, revolutions that alter the balance of literary power and 
rearrange existing hierarchies … From the point of view of the his-
tory and the genesis of worldwide space, then, literature is a type of 
creation that is irreducibly singular and yet at the same time inher-
ently collective, the work of all those who have created, reinvented, 
or reappropriated the various means at their disposal for changing 
the order of the literary world and its existing power relations. 

 Pascale Casanova,  Th e World Republic of Letters   

      For the materialist historian, every epoch with which he occupies 
himself is only prehistory for the epoch he himself must live in. And 
so, for him, there can be no appearance of repetition in history, since 
precisely those moments in the course of history which matter most 
to him, by virtue of their index as “fore-history,” become moments 
of the present day and change their specifi c character according to 
the catastrophic or triumphant nature of that day.

  Walter Benjamin,  Th e Arcade Projec  t     
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