THE BURDEN OF HISTORY AND THE MECHANISM OF
LOSS AND RECOVERY IN LITERARY STUDIES

IULIA WANIEK*
iulia.waniek@ucdc.ro

Abstract: The history of humanities has brought to the fore a concept that we
consider to be extremely relevant for the present age of information overabundance and
information management through digital means: namely scholarly forgetting, that can be
defined as the loss of information in scholarship, including the history of scholarship. The
present essay applies this concept to the history of English literature highlighting the way
in which certain authors were forgotten or misinterpreted at various stages in the
scholarship. It also points to a direction of research in literary studies that hopefully can
prove fruitful among the multitude of approaches in contemporary literary studies.
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Introduction

A new discipline, the history of humanities, has emerged recently
due to both positive and negative trends in today’s humanities, with a
hope to strengthen their voice in the academic discourse at large. From the
early 1990ies many studies heralded a death of the traditional humanities
in the wake of multiculturalism and new ideologies!, as universities,
driven by the trend towards specialization and professional training have
detached from the holistic approach that classical education offered.
Hanson and Heath give some interesting statistics: in 1992 classicists
published and reviewed 16168 articles, monographs and books about the
Greeks and Romans, and a comparison with the professional output of
1962 reveals a remarkable growth in classical scholarship, but this
abundance can be a sign of demise rather than flourishing if we consider
other statistics such as the number of people who choose to study Latin or
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1 Victor Davis Hanson and John Heath, in Who Killed Homer? The Demise of Classical
Education and the Recovery of Greek Wisdom, 1998, argue that if we lose our knowledge of
the classical Greek philosophy, values, or art, we lose our understanding of who we are.
Martha Nussbaum, in Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities, 2010, showed
how prioritizing market-driven education over the liberal arts threatens to produce
"useful machines”.
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Greek?. Moreover, the death of a discipline can be measured not only in
the “number of students, but in the kind of students and the quality of
their education. Classics majors in the 1970s had the highest GRE scores in
the humanities, fifty points higher than the majors in English. By the mid-
1990s the gap had nearly disappeared, but the movement was in all one
direction: the scores for English remained virtually unchanged, while the
average for Classics majors dropped forty-four points.”3

But other studies show that the history of the human sciences can be
understood as an ongoing productive crisis - according to Sverre Raffnsge
of Copenhagen University, and his optimistic book, A History of the
Humanities in the Modern University (2024), the humanities have arrived at
critical turning points since they were first constituted in the modern
university around 1800, but they assumed a leading role in knowledge
organization and still have a decisive role in the production of new
knowledge and the creation of new fields of knowledge. New forms of
transversal, situated and interdisciplinary scholarly knowledge are
established. The book shows how new disciplines such as area studies and
cultural studies emerged as forms of transversal, situated and
interdisciplinary scholarly knowledge.

Scholarly forgetting in the history of humanities

Scholars involved in the history of humanities (a discipline to which
have contributed many types of specialists from linguistics to psychology,
philosophy and history) have observed how knowledge, at some point
circulating in the scholarship, eventually sinks into oblivion and, in some
cases, even escapes the attention of the historian of scholarship.5 In a way,
processes of forgetting have shaped humanities and how scholars think
about its history. Bodies of knowledge change during history through
various processes such as forgetting, censure, repression, restructuring,
but also canonization and particularization. Societies tend to forget

2V.D. Hanson and J. Heath, Who Killed Homer? The Demise of Classical Education and
the Recovery of Greek Wisdom, New York, Free Press, 1998, pp. 1-3

31bid, p. 4

4 Sverre Raffnsge, A History of the Humanities in the Modern University. A Productive
Crisis, Palgrave Macmillan, 2024, pp. 147-164

5H. Lamers, T. Van Hal, S. G. Clercx, “How to Deal with Scholarly Forgetting in the
History of the Humanities: Starting Points for Discussion”, History of Humanities, vol. 5,
no. 1, Spring 2020, p. 5
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inconvenient events, in order to heal wounds of the past, but on the other
hand forgetting the past can result in the repetition of the same errors.

Causes of forgetting: overabundance of information

As scholarly knowledge accumulates an overabundance of
information requires its management and ever since the antiquity this was
done through dictionaries and encyclopedias, both in the Western world
and in the east, in China or India. During the Renaissance, superposed on
the quarrel between the Ancients and the Moderns, the theme of the
abundance of books® was conceived either favorably, and the abundance
of books, multitudo librorum was treated as a matter of general experience
and agreement and was invoked in support of a variety of arguments, or
negatively. Erasmus himself, in a commentary on the adage festina lente
(make haste slowly), first published in 1525, complained about the flood of
new books which were of lesser value than ancient texts and distracted
readers from true learning. He blamed the phenomenon on printers, who,
in the absence of regulations, “fill the world with pamphlets and books
[that are] . . . foolish, ignorant, malignant, libellous, mad, impious and
subversive; and such is the flood that even things that might have done
some good lose all their goodness.”” In 1522 the jurist Giovanni Nevizzano
of Asti (d. 1540) observed that the great number of available books made it
hard to find the books one needed. He cautioned that “if a scholar does
not have the books required for his subject, he does not enjoy the
privileges of a scholar.”® Thus appeared some new genres in response to
these concerns: bibliographies, reference books offering guidance about
choosing books in bibliographies and books on how to form libraries.
During the seventeenth century when journals started to appear regularly
all over Europe they were sometimes perceived as a response to
overabundance. Henri Basnage de Beauval (1656-1710), editor of the
periodical Histoire des ouvrages des savants? which appeared from 1687 to

6 Ann Blair, Too Much to Know: Managing Scholarly Information before the Modern Age,
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010, p. 55

7 Ibid pp. 55-56

8 Ibid, p. 56

9 Histoire des ouvrages des savants was a sequel of the Nouvelles de la republique des
lettres, a literary journal published between 1684 - 1687 by the protestant philosopher
Pierre Bayle in Amsterdam, to avoid censorship, publishing critical reviews of the works
printed all over Europe, as well as fragments of certain works.
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1709, considered that the Republic of Letters was overflooded with books
and proposed the book review as a remedy.1?

And we also see around the end of the seventeenth century how the
idea of oblivion, even controlled scholarly oblivion, takes shape. In 1680
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz complained of “that horrible mass of books
which keeps on growing . . . ; the indefinite multitude of authors will
shortly expose them all to the danger of general oblivion”, considering
that a return to barbarism could be avoided only by coordinating energies,
notably under the patronage of a great ruler like Louis XIV.11 Adrien
Baillet (1649-1706), the French scholar and critic now best known as the
biographer of Descartes, also articulated the theme of impending barbarity
at the beginning of his Jugemens des scavans sur les principaux ouvrages des
auteurs (1685), designed as compendium of observations on classical
authors: “We have reason to fear that the multitude of books which grows
every day in a prodigious fashion will make the following centuries fall
into a state as barbarous as that of the centuries that followed the fall of
the Roman Empire. Unless we try to prevent this danger by separating
those books which we must throw or leave in oblivion from those which
one should save and within the latter between what is useful and what is
not.”12 (the French original, the first paragraph of the Avertissement au
lecteur, runs as: “On a sujet d’apprehender que la multitude des Livres qui
augmentent tous le jours d'une maniere prodigieuse ne fasse tomber les
siecles suivans dans un état aussi facheux qu’estoit celuy ou la barbarie
avoit jetté les precedens depuis la decadence de I’Empire Romain, si 'on
ne tache des prevenir ce danger par le discernement de ceux qu’il faut
rejetter ou laisser dans I'oubly, d’avec ceux que 1'on peut retenir : & sil'on
ne fait encore dans ceux-cy le choix de ce qui peut estre utile d’avec ce qui
ne l'est pas.”13)

What, where, and why - the main questions in scholarly forgetting

As we can see from the historical testimonies above, forgetting may
appear in the stream of communication between one generation of
scholars and the next. Historical and other scholarly texts are the main
body of a “a scholarly community’s collective memory”, and it is here that

10 A. Blair, Ibid. p. 58

1 Ibid. p. 59

12 Ibid.

13 Jugemens des s¢avans sur les principaux ouvrages des auteurs, tome premier, accessed
at : https:/ / gallica.bnf.fr/ark: /12148 /bpt6k8720932x/f10item
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decisions about what is relevant and worth remembering are made. Apart
from these there are also “paratexts such as introductions and prefaces ...
unpublished sources such as letters, internal reports ... and scholars’
diaries, notes, and other unpublished materials” which can shed light on
scholarly forgetting.14

In analyzing the phenomenon of scholarly forgetting we can identify
“the obliviating force, which makes a certain object fade into oblivion, the
object of forgetting, which can be an idea, a method, a book, a name, a
broader pattern, ... and finally the community in which specific knowledge
ceases to be in circulation and is thus forgotten.”1> And the last element to
be analyzed is the reasoning or the motivation behind the phenomenon of
forgetting.

The forgetting community can be groups of scholars (“circles”), or
entire communities - research schools or even disciplines. We can examine
the way in which the English literary canon was formed and how from the
nineteenth century onward various trends in literary criticism have
influenced the writing of the histories of English literature. The zeitgeist of
each period - romantic, realist, positivist, has influenced the way in which
scholars have perceived the literary phenomena of past ages just as much
as their wider cultural formation. One of the best appreciated histories of
English literature was written by two Frenchmen during the first decades
of the twentieth century and it is markedly different in its approach and
style from the ones written in the anglophone sphere during the same
period1e.

In science ideas, formulations, methods, and scientific findings may
fall prey to oblivion. In literary history it is the works of authors that are
miscategorized depending on the beliefs of the age in which the history
was written, or the names of certain authors simply disappear from some
histories, only to reappear sometimes in other histories, or, a whole
category of authors - women authors - is deleted from a number of
histories on grounds of quality, only to be discovered later by feminist
scholars.

14 H. Lamers, T. Van Hal, S. G. Clercx, “How to Deal with Scholarly Forgetting in
the History of the Humanities: Starting Points for Discussion”, p. 12

15 Ibidem.

16 Emile Legouis and Louis Cazamian, A History of English Literature, in two
volumes, translated from the French by Helen Douglas Irvine, New York, Macmillan,
1927
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Other causes of scholarly forgetting

Another category of methodology that can be applied to forgetting is
the binary classification of willfulness of oblivion, that is the distinction
between intentional and unintentional forgetting. Unintentional, or
structural amnesia may result from a discipline’s internal logic, for
example as a consequence of paradigm shifts or scientific revolutions.’”” On
the other hand, in the case of intentional forms of forgetting, the historical
context is very important in understanding the mechanisms of forgetting.
If a certain object of scholarly study is regarded as a risk to the dominant
ideology of the age, its chances to fall into oblivion increase, as the
individuals and institutions that control knowledge always tend to
suppress sensitive ideas.18

Applying the theoretical frame of scholarly forgetting to the history
of English literature

We can follow these patterns of ‘information management’, or
‘scholarly forgetting” in the history of English literature, which is one the
most visible domains for this matter. A case of intentional forgetting, and
of rediscovery at a later time, is literature written by women. Women
authors have existed since the early modern period in English literature,
but their existence was forgotten, or even suppressed intentionally on
grounds of morality or lack of value. Women who were very famous and
whose works were highly appreciated during the late seventeenth and the
eighteenth centuries were forgotten by the histories of literature that start
to be written from the end of the eighteenth century onwards, when the
modern concept of literature also started to take shape.l® The feminist
literary scholars and critics started to rediscover these authors since the
1970s and a growing body of scholarship has continually developed
making women’s literature a well-established category. The fact that there
is intellectual depth and complexity in early modern women’s writing is
now accepted, and we accept that women’s writing was lost, not because
of its insignificance, but because patriarchy has structured and continues
to structure academic institutions and scholarship.

7 H. Lamers, T. Van Hal, S.G. Clercx, “How to Deal with Scholarly Forgetting in the
History of the Humanities: Starting Points for Discussion”, p. 19

18 Ibid, p. 18

19 Anders Pettersson, “Literary History and the Concept of Literature”, European
Review, Volume 33, Issue 3, June 2025, pp. 292 - 301, published only by Cambridge
University Press, accessed at June 28, 2026
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Another instance of scholarly forgetting, that we could assume to be
unintentional and due to the paradigm shifts in the definition of literary
genres is found in the case of English Renaissance prose. Literary
historians have traced the creation of an English prose style through the
translations of classical Greek and Latin literature, but also Italian
novellas, the Scriptures, or argumentative religious tracts. However, it is
the so-called pamphlet that has attracted the most contradictory
approaches.

Edward Albert, of the University of Edinburgh, in one of the most
well-organized histories of English literature, characterizes the pamphlet:
“All through this period there is a flood of short tracts on religion, politics,
and literature. It was the work of a host of literary hacks who earned a
precarious existence in London. These men represented a new class of
writer. The Reformation had closed the Church to them; the growth of the
universities and of learning continually increased their numbers. In later
times journalism and its kindred careers supplied them with a livelihood;
but at this time they eked out their existence by writing plays and
squabbling among themselves in the pages of broadsheets.”?0 However,
from the toil of these writers came works that have been called at times
novels, short stories, or precursors of the novel. What is extraordinary is
the way in which some of these authors and works are simply omitted by
certain histories, and extolled by others.?! We give two examples which
are roughly at opposite ends of a scale of appreciation.

David Daiches, author of one of the most respected books on English
literature, characterizes Thomas Nashe’s style thus: “There is nothing like
this in English again until we come to some parts of Joyce's Ulysses,
though Sir Thomas Urquart’s translation of Rabelais, done in the middle
of the seventeenth century has something of Nashe's linguistic gusto and
inventiveness. Nashe is one of the great individual prose stylists in
English.” 22 However, he is not equally generous with his attempt at
picaresque prose, that is sometimes qualified as the first English novel:
“Nashe's rambling narrative, The Unfortunate Traveller, or The Life of Jack

20 E. Albert, A History of English Literature. A Practical Text-book, New York: Thomas
Y. Crowell, 1923, p. 142

21 Thomas Deloney is simply absent from all but Daiches’, Legouis and Cazamian
and the Cambridge History of English Literature, although he has a few good articles
dedicated to his work.

2 D. Daiches, A Critical History of English Literature, in two volumes, London: Secker
and Warburg, 1961, vol. 1, p. 479
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Wilton (1594), is a picaresque tale of adventure, perhaps suggested by the
Spanish Lazarillo de Tormes.”?> However, the final judgment is severe: “Its
basis is episodic narrative linked by memory and coincidence; and though
Nashe had an eye for detail and the writing has a vivid pictorial quality as
though everything is seen in brilliant sunlight, its discursiveness and
complete formal irresponsibility make it very much less than a novel. It
contains some remarkable individual stories. ... it is an interesting
individual experiment rather than an “influence’” 4.

On Thomas Deloney, a weaver by trade, author of popular ballads on
“dolorous subjects”, important enough to be satirized?, and “an educated
man who could read Latin, had read Sidney” 26, Daiches gives the
following: “Perhaps the Elizabethan writer of prose fiction who is of most
historical interest is Thomas Deloney, whose three tales (or groups of
tales), Jack of Newbury, The Gentle Craft, and Thomas of Reading, all written
in the 1590's, show him as the storyteller of the bourgeois craftsman. Jack
of Newbury, for example, deals with the weavers: the hero is a heroic
weaver who rises to become a famous and wealthy clothier employing
large numbers of people. The Gentle Craft deals with the shoemakers, and
contains the tale which Dekker used as the plot. of his Shoemakers' Holiday.
... His style is somewhat pedestrian, but straightforward and competent,
and the dialogue is particularly good”.?

At the opposite end of the spectrum is the evaluation of Deloney, and
implicitly Dekker, in another history of English literature which is also
highly appreciated, because it is written by two French scholars and has a
different approach, an underlying comparative drive that gives its unique
character. Legouis and Cazamian considered that Thomas Deloney: “...
was recently discovered as a novelist. ... in his last years ... wrote also a
series of prose works to the glory of two powerful livery companies, the
Weavers and the Cordwainers. He reproduces better than anyone else the

2 Ibid.

24 Tbid.

% Francis Oscar Mann (ed.), The Works of Thomas Deloney, edited from the earliest
extant editions and broadsides, Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1912, p. xiii

26 Max Dorsinville, “Design in Deloney’s Jack of Newbury”, PMLA, Vol. 88, No. 2
(Mar., 1973), pp. 233-239, p. 238

27 Ibid, p. 481
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spirit, the feelings and the prejudices of the craftsman’s world to which he
belonged.” 28

The fact that Thomas Dekker produced a comedy popular enough to
be performed at the New Year celebrations before Elizabeth I in 1600, and
complex enough to elicit a lot of critical approaches in the twentieth
century (class and economic perspective, feminist, identity, etc.) is a strong
argument for Thomas Deloney as well as Dekker, to have a well-deserved
place in histories of English literature. A professional craftsman whose
novelistic literary output is a mixture of historical romance and social and
economic realism??, Deloney deserves a place at the breaking point
between the aristocratic romance the realism that Defoe later developed in
the novel. And again, it is the French critics who give one of the most
pertinent appreciations of his work, as a ‘synthesis of the working state’
("synthese de 1'état ouvrier") where: “Cordonniers et Tisseurs sont comme
les barons ou chevaliers, unis par des liens d'honneur, chacun a son rang.
Les grands ont des devoirs a coté de leurs privileges: Protection, justice
envers tous, principalement les femmes et les orphelins. Les Petits ont, a
coté de leurs devoirs, des droits imprescriptibles, avant tout le droit de
vivre et de bien vivre, en travaillant” .30

Ultimately, returning to the everlasting crisis of the humanities and
Sverre Raffnsge’s optimistic view of their potential to produce new
knowledge, professionals in the field benefit significantly from remaining
conscious of the above-mentioned 'traps of forgetting.! They should re-
engage with primary source data before devising new concepts.
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