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inscribed in the very literary texts that contributed
to the transformation of the public sphere. In object
tales, literary success depends—for author, pub-
lisher, and audience alike—on the atomizing cir-
culation of stories in a public form that many of
the stories themselves eschew. Mastering narrative
techniques consequently becomes a destabilizing,
alienating, or falsifying experience. As remarked by
the canting coin in The Birmingham Counterfeit;
or, Invisible Spectator—a forged gilded shilling that
can “pass current for a guinea” (46)—*“We live in a
world, where the generality of human actions, like
a great deal of our present current coin, is counter-
feit” (1). Punning on both the temporal and dynamic
aspects of the words current and currency, the nar-
rator uses its own currency to trace the interrelated
but nonetheless disruptive nature of social, eco-
nomic, and textuai circulation.

In object narratives, the act of storytelling is
indissolubly linked to the movement of commodi-
ties and capital; these narratives convey, in other
words, an implicit theory of culture in which liter-
ary dissemination and economic exchange appear
homologous. As principal narrators that represent
authorship, speaking objects symbolize the promis-
cuous movement of text, the commodification of
stories, the international entanglements in the book
trade, and the loss of narrative identity and authority
that stem from circulation in the social sphere. Far
from mediating between private and public spheres
or synthesizing national and cosmopolitan values,
they are often undone by such categories. The pica-
resque form of object tales is commensurate with
this narrative effect—the abrupt shifts in subject, the
fragmentary diegesis, and the multitude of charac-
ters signal the storyteller’s subordination to extrinsic
forces and manifest the continual exchange (literary
as well as financial) that gives currency to object
narratives’ accounts of human behavior. On the one
hand, the narratives extol the power of the author
to infiltrate, observe, and reveal social customs; on
the other, they offer the impression that the author
is merely a possession, a medium, or specie, re-
duced to the status of the artifact whose production
is the writer’s compulsory activity in a world where
print commerce dictates the value of words.

Notes

I wish to thank the American Society for Eighteenth-Century
Studies and the National Endowment for the Humanities for fel-
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ter University and at the Newberry Library.

Because such objects are manufactured, the stories they re-
late differ from those told by animals or vegetation, such as The
Vocal Forest (Howel), The History of Pompey the Little (Coven-
try), and History of a French Louse, which derive from Aesop,
Ovid, and Apuleius and which do not equate nonhuman narra-
tion with textual circulation. Animal or vegetable narrators tend
to serve as substitutes for human actors, whereas manufactured
narrators become the vehicles for judging human society, often
through the transference of authorial capacities. While the ani-
mals are parodies of human figures or types, the commodities
are satiric observers of them.

ZEighteenth-century developments in the British book trade
are effectively summarized in Feather, History 67-105 and Pro-
vincial Book Trade 44-68; Plumb 266-73. Changes included
the enactment of copyright laws and the taxation of printed mat-
ter; the emergence of wholesale marketing, copy-owning con-
gers, trade sales, circulating libraries, and large-scale printing
firms; increased production by provincial presses; the institution
of serial publication and advertising lists in magazines and
books; and accelerated growth of newspapers. On increased
publication of fiction, see Raven 19-60. As Raven notes, de-
spite the demand for popular fiction, the writer’s life was still
mostly a matter of obscure toil, paltry remuneration, and ex-
ploitation by the bookselling establishment (58—59).

30n the confusion over eighteenth-century copyright, see
Feather, History 73-83; Foxon 39-60; Kaplan 6-25; Patterson
180-96; Plant 98-121; Rose; Woodmansee 425-48. These schol-
ars generally agree that changes in copyright were not principally
about recognizing authorial rights. As Patterson observes, “The
most significant point about the statutory copyright is that it was
almost certainly a codification of the stationer’s copyright” (146).

“D. F. McKenzie notes that the rise of trade publishing led, in
practical terms, to “the dissociation of author, printer and book-
seller from one another, and all of them from their market, turn-
ing books into mere commodities” (29).

SMany narratives featuring such objects were published in
periodicals: for example, “Adventures of a Gold Ring,” “Adven-
tures of a Mirror,” “Adventures of a Pen,” “Adventures of a
Sopha,” “Adventures of a Stage Coach,” “The History and Ad-
ventures of a Bedstead,” “The History of an Old Pocket Bible,
Supposed to Be Written by Itself,” and “Memoirs of a Wig: Pre-
sented in Two Letters Signed ‘Peruke, Jun.”” (all catalogued al-
phabetically in Mayo 442-553). Other narratives featuring such
objects include The Settee; or, Chevalier Commodo’s Transfor-
mation; The Sofa (Crebillon); Tell-Tale Sophas; A Dialogue be-
tween the Pulpit and Reading Desk (Perronet); The Secret
History of an Old Shoe; Frailties of Fashion; or, The Adventures
of an Irish Smock; The Memoirs and Interesting Adventures of an
Embroidered Waistcoat, The Adventures of a Watch; The Mem-
oirs of an Umbrella (Rodwell); Phantoms; or, The Adventures of
a Gold-Headed Cane (Johnson); The Sedan; The Adventures of a
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Pincushion (M. Kilner); The Silver Thimble; The Adventures of
a Whipping-Top; The Memoirs of a Peg-Top (Kilmer).

SPerhaps the most threatening aspect of this system was the
possibility that authors were merely products of market forces.
Feather argues that the demand for new books increased the de-
mand for writers and observes that “literary” authors were af-
fected by the evolution and growth of the book trade: many
acknowledged the financial rewards for writing (History 102).

7On distribution in the period, see Feather, Provincial Book
Trade 44-68; Habermas 14-18, 57-67, 73-79; Laugero; Plumb
327-28; Raven 219-33; Trotter 18—45.

8Habermas attributes consciousness of the “disorganization
of civil society” to the nineteenth century (119). But many-
eighteenth-century object narratives indicate that such aware-
ness existed when the public sphere ostensibly emerged. Bour-
dieu’s elaborate analysis of the cultural field, in which different
public activities (from the literary and artistic to the economic
and political) occupy different fields of production, offers per-
haps a more flexible model, one that can accommodate public
dissension. However, Bourdieu’s focus on the nineteenth cen-
tury limits each field to “a separate social universe having its
own laws of functioning independent of those of politics and the
economy” (162), a model that is inapplicable for eighteenth-
century British cuiture. Object narratives, which integrate vari-
ous professional discourses, from law and politics to medicine
and aesthetics, ignore disciplinary boundaries. Thus, while
Habermas may generalize the eighteenth-century public sphere
in overly unified terms, Bourdieu’s analysis would, for the eigh-
teenth-century field of cultural production, be too restrictive.

9Stories that appeared in magazine form include “The Adven-
tures of a Bad Shilling,” “The Adventures of a Half Guinea,”
“The Adventures of a Half Penny,” “The Adventures of a Shill-
ing,” and “The Adventures of a Three-Shilling Bank Token” (all
catalogued alphabetically in Mayo 442—43). Others include The
Adventures of a Silver Penny; The Adventures of a Silver Three-
Pence; Argentum; or, Adventures of a Shilling; Aureus; or, The
Life and Opinions of a Sovereign; The Birmingham Counterfeit;
o, Invisible Spectator; The Adventures of a Bank-note (Bridges);
Chrysal; or, The Adventures of a Guinea (Johnstone); and The
Adventures of a Rupee (Scott).

1%0n how coffechouses, playhouses, pleasure grounds,
and musical venues contributed to the establishment of the
eighteenth-century public sphere, see Habermas 32—-43.

"The insistence in these stories on the value of speech may
stem from the privilege orality was granted. On oral authority in
the seventeenth century, see Elsky 209-23. On oral authority in
the eighteenth century, see Kernan 12-16, 71-102. Hudson dis-
cusses the interchange between spoken and written language in
eighteenth-century literature. On the interplay between hand-
writing and print in the seventeenth century, see Goldberg
136-37. See also Love 288-310, on the continuing value print
culture placed on scribal production in the eighteenth century.
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