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I    in
Harvard’s Houghton Library studying
the papers of William James in order
to establish his material practices of
reading and writing. While perusing a
daybook detailing James’ travels during
a west coast lecture tour, I encountered a
surprising fragment of prose. On January
, , on his way to Stanford University,
James wrote,
Arr. San Jose .…
After breakfast take train
for Palo Alto…
All very beautiful + promising.
Feel lonely + scared.

“Lonely and scared.” Here was James, a
towering figure of intellectual history,
privately confessing, in a small and
precise hand, his vulnerability. At that
ESC . (March ): –

I    J   London, but I could be found inside the
British Library, sifting through the
few miscellaneous items they have of
the Virginia Woolf correspondence. I
opened up the last manila envelope
and found myself reading a letter I’d
read in print so often I practically
knew it by heart. It begins,
Dearest, I want to tell
you that you have given
me complete happiness.
No one could have done
more than you have done.
Please believe that. But I
know that I shall never
get over this: and I am
wasting your life. It is this
madness…
I was holding Virginia Woolf ’s suicide
note. I felt a physical shock, like I was
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moment, my understanding of
James as author, myself as reader,
and my relationship to these scholarly materials and their institutional
home underwent a profound shift.
is otherwise innocuous daybook
that I held in my own lonely and
fearful hands—I was also far from
home—suddenly and powerfully
reconfigured a whole series of
relations that whirled about and
snapped into place, finding a new
proximity to this record of James’
innermost thoughts.

spinning into a vortex that collapsed the intervening decades.
This note wasn’t a record of an
event—this was the event itself.
This writing. And it was not for
me. I’d walked in on something
unbearably personal. It probably
took less than thirty seconds
to read the letter, and in that
interval I’d been blasted back to
March  and staggered up to
the present, time roaring in my
ears. My first encounter with the
archival jolt.

To begin in this doubled and duplicitous anecdotal mode is entirely appropriate in this instance. Anecdota, in their original Latin sense, are private
histories entered into the public sphere, and so the anecdote is a narrative form that bears a striking resemblance to the function and structure
of the archive. In many cases, institutional archives are given over to the
passage of documents from the private to the public (particularly in the
case of letters, diaries, and notes—things not consigned originally to the
published realm), but archives are anecdotal in more than just this sense.
e anecdotes detailed above are private histories about encounters with
private histories, recursively structured inscriptions emblematic of what
Derrida calls “anamnesis,” or the doubled movement of remembering and
forgetting that proceeds as we archive the archive. As we enter the record
of these private events into the archive, the very archives that are their
sources of inspiration recede from view. What we archive, as a result, is
the moment of forgetting. at moment is the event of the archive.
e volume you presently hold in your hand is necessarily an event of
the archive. As editors we have collected—or, more precisely, have entered
into the archive of contemporary scholarship—eight essays that describe
a range of approaches to the archive in relation to literary and cultural
history.¹ To foreground this volume as an event of the archive is to insist
 is collection is also an archive of an event in that these essays were first
presented at the “Archiving Modernism” conference, held at the University
of Alberta, July –, . e editors would like to thank  and the
University of Alberta for supporting the conference and this publication.
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that archives are not just institutional sites, but also spatio-temporal processes, and thereby extend our understanding of “the archive” beyond its
physical instantiations and towards a richer appreciation of archiving as an
historical, material, and ideological set of practices. e gerund form of the
verb “archiving” in some ways captures this enriched sensibility. Neither
noun nor verb, but rather both at once, the term “archiving” connotes a
diachronic process that, indeed, can only ever be an event. We may very
well study archives as physical spaces, or collections of artifacts and documents, or institutional structures, or we might consider what it means, in
its infinitive form, “to archive,” but the verbal-noun “archiving” reminds
us that what is at stake here are the ongoing and historical interanimations of human subjects and those cultural objects that are the effects of
archival practices.
If we understand an event to be a singular, non-repeatable, transformative moment in any given series or process, then one might indeed say
that archiving is always eventual. Indeed, the “event of the archive” is in
some sense a redundancy (or again that doubled recursive structure) in
that every act of archiving is an event, and every event that we recognize as
such has been, in one form or another, archived. When we examine events
of the archive, then, what we are doing is recognizing those moments of
enunciation, iteration, inscription, or performance at which the very act of
archiving itself has been archived. Careful analysis of such moments of selfreflexivity, those moments when the archive turns back and announces
itself, tells us much about, to use Adrienne Rich’s phrase, “the assumptions
in which we are drenched” (). Foucault would have it, in his Archaeology
of Knowledge, that the archive is that which both governs and embodies
the appearance of discursive formations as unique events (–). But in
Foucault’s hands the archive becomes a mysterious and abstracted force
removed from its own status as an event; removed from any kind of spatiotemporal realm; removed, that is, from history. One of the many achievements of the following essays is their successful return of the archive to
history and even, in a manner that Foucault regards as an impossibility,
their ability to recognize themselves in the act of archiving.²

 See Foucault’s contention that “it is not possible for us to describe our own

archive, since it is from within these rules that we speak, since it is that which
gives to what we can say” (). For more on the relationship between Derrida’s
and Foucault’s understanding of the archive, see O’Driscoll’s “Archiviolithics
of History”; for more on Foucault’s archive, see Bishop’s “From Frass to Foucault.”
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The archive
more broadly
understood
constitutes
the indivisible
remainder, the
middle or third
term, of any
cultural history.

If the event and the archive are co-extensive, then we might well expect
that every archive is equally singular, non-repeatable, and transformative.
is is surely the case. But what, indeed, do we mean by the term “archive”?
is is no easy question to answer, in part because the term has taken on
so many possible and conflicting valencies in contemporary scholarship
and criticism. e archive, we now easily recognize, takes a variety of
institutional forms, including record repositories, museums, and libraries, but the term also accounts for all manner of inscription: monographs,
photographs, film and video, databases, blogs, email, websites, monuments, paintings, and architectures, to offer just a partial list. Importantly,
however, the archive is not just a many-splendoured thing: beyond the
literal denotations of the term, the archive carries what seems to be an
ever more weighty metaphorical status. ese days, the archive serves
readily as a figural representation of history, memory, consciousness,
bodies, households, power, and so on. Both literal and figurative, both a
set of material practices and an effect of discourse, both constituting and
constituted by culture, archives are what Derrida might call “undecidable”
or what de Man would term “unreadable.” ³
To push this point just slightly further, while archives, as in those
institutions that are charged with the management of cultural artifacts,
are typically understood to come into play in the wake of production
and consumption—that is, as repositories of a now past authenticity and
originality—we would argue that the archive more broadly understood
constitutes the indivisible remainder, the middle or third term, of any
cultural history. e archive, whether understood as a technology of
inscription or as a rhetorical trope that can be seen to inhabit the entire
process of cultural production and consumption, deconstructs this all
too conventional binary opposition. In either materialist or idealist terms,
this is what we might best call the intervening archive in recognition of
the fact that archiving operates as a form of mediation at every stage of
cultural circulation. One of our intentions here, then, is to demonstrate
some ways in which this attention to the intervening archive might serve
to inflect our understanding not just of cultural history, but also of the
 On “undecidability” see Derrida’s Dissemination: “An undecidable proposition,
as Gödel demonstrated in , is a proposition which, given a system of axioms
governing a multiplicity, is neither an analytical nor deductive consequence of
those axioms, nor in contradiction with them, neither true nor false with respect
to those axioms. Tertium datur, without synthesis” (). De Man identifies the
unreadable as that moment at which a “literary text simultaneously asserts and
denies the authority of its own rhetorical mode” ().
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way we, as scholars, write about and teach culture in our respective areas
of expertise.
Derrida declares in Archive Fever, “Nothing is less reliable, nothing
is less clear today than the word ‘archive’” (), and cheerfully sets out,
as he must, to make the term less clear. Yet he does begin with a helpful
etymology. He reminds us that “archive” derives from arkheion: “a house,
a domicile, an address, the residence of the superior magistrates, the
archons, those who commanded” (). It is in their house that the documents or law were filed, and the archons have the power to interpret those
documents. It is in this state of “domiciliation,” this “house arrest,” that
archives exist, but this house is no ordinary dwelling. Derrida himself
delivered his archive lecture in Freud’s house—a home converted into
a museum—and so ushered the private history of the Freud family into
the archive, “this uncommon place, this place of election where law and
singularity intersect in privilege” (). Indeed, the space of the institutional
archive is usually a place of “privilege”: a physical space set off from the
main library and with more luxurious appointments, invariably with some
kind of limited access to keep out the rabble. You are a specialist, by intent
or by interpellation, if you are there at all. At the same time, “the concept
of the archive shelters in itself, of course, this memory of the name arkhē,”
signifying both command and origin, but “it also shelters itself from this
memory which it shelters”; which is the same as saying it forgets it ().
us the concept of the archive as the repository of law, watched over by
those invested with the power of the law, is disavowed but inescapable.
As Derrida states flatly, “ere is no political power without control of
the archive, if not of memory. Effective democratization can always be
measured by this essential criterion: the participation in and the access to
the archive, its constitution, and its interpretation” (). is sense of house
arrest persists; one must have documentation to view the documents. e
power of the archons asserts itself at the very threshold of the archive. And
the material itself is always already important, simply by virtue of being
in the archive. us privilege, law, and the power of the archons are all
implicit in the space and the function of the archive.
Not surprisingly, then, physical archives often look like fortresses or
bunkers. Even within existing libraries they seem to be set up for defence,
not access, for a last-ditch stand against invading hordes. is is changing. e Harry Ransom Research Center in Austin, Texas, a building that
looked like a version of the Borg cube-ship in Star Trek (and with its voracious acquisition policies seemed to many to embody the Borg philosophy
that “Resistance Is Futile. We Will Assimilate You”), has moved the main
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reading room down from the fifth floor to the second and added windows
(windows!), a gallery on the first floor, and a glass-panelled outer vestibule
with images drawn from the archive itself. Similarly the British Library,
formerly housed behind the sentry-guarded gates of the British Museum,
now has new quarters with a welcoming plaza and a cappuccino cart out
front. “e history of any archive is a history of space,” Ann Cvetkovich
declares in her discussion of the Lesbian Herstory Archives in An Archive
of Feelings, a space “which becomes the material measure and foundation
of the archive’s power and visibility as a form of public culture” ().
Archives now proliferate in ways unimaginable to the founders of public
institutions, and contain material that was hardly a priority for the state
archivists. e mission of the Lesbian Herstory Archives is to preserve
documents that might have been destroyed by indifferent or homophobic
families, or left to neglect, and the collections are housed in a building that
was once a home: the living room is the reading room and the photocopier
sits next to other appliances in the kitchen, an arrangement that deliberately blurs the distinction between institutional and domestic space. e
space of the archive is never neutral, never empty.
Picking up on the privilege and power of the archive in Dust: e
Archive and Cultural History, Carolyn Steedman suggests that the “historian’s massive authority as a writer” derives as much from proximity as
from text: “ere is a story put about that the authority comes from the
documents themselves, and the historian’s obeisance to the limits they
impose on any account that employs them. But really, it comes from having
been there …” (, Steedman’s italics). And with the archival documents
themselves there is, Robert Darnton warns, a temptation to treat them
as “hard nuggets of irreducible reality,” which the scholar “has only to
mine out of the archives, sift and piece together in order to create a solid
reconstruction of the past” (). e danger is that the archive scholar will
ignore, or disavow, the deeply mediated nature of the material, or what we
call here the intervening archive. In contrast, Don DeLillo in Underworld
offers a nightmare vision of the documents taking over:
e second you placed an item in the file, a fuzzy photograph,
an unfounded rumor, it became promiscuously true. It was a
truth without authority and therefore incontestable. Factoids
seeped out of the file and crept across the horizon, consuming
bodies and minds. e file was everything, the life nothing.
()
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e feverish consciousness of the archive scholar is always a factor, even
if one rejects Patricia Duncker’s formulation in her novel Hallucinating
Foucault: “University libraries are like madhouses, full of people pursuing
wraiths, hunches, obsessions” ().
Taking up Derrida’s notions of archive fever and their connections to
memory and the death drive, Steedman explores the actual fever and the
literal death that attend the archive. She cites Forbes’s  Cyclopedia of
Practical Medicine, which defines a new category, “e Diseases of Artisans,” including “the diseases of literary men”—those which originated
from “want of exercise, very frequently from breathing the same atmosphere too long, from the curved position of the body, and from too ardent
exercise of the brain” (qtd Steedman ). “Brain fever” was no metaphor: it
was meningitis. Forbes et al had not made the connection yet, but the book
and its components—leather binding, vellum, parchment, paper, various
glues—were dangerous. Paper makers who cut rags to pulp for the paper,
leather workers who cut skins for vellum, and workers who used sheep’s
blood for glue were all exposing themselves to anthrax spores.
Jules Michelet, working in the Archives Nationales in Paris and excited
at the prospect of restoring the dead figures of the past, exulted, “as I
breathed in their dust I saw them rise up” (qtd Steedman ). Steedman
insists on the physiology of the situation, pointing out that Michelet was
not breathing in the dust of the writers of the manuscripts but of the
workers who produced them, of the animals whose skins were used for
parchment and binding, or of the rags used for paper, and that this dust
probably contributed to his ailments. Roland Barthes in Michelet par Luimême describes Michelet’s migraines and suggested that he actually ate
history and that it was eating away at him. us, Steedman suggests, we
need to move from metaphor to epidemiology, from Derrida’s theoretical “archive fever” to a new entry for medical dictionaries: Archive Fever
Proper (Steedman –). She sees the archive as more than pathology, of
course, but her emphasis on the materiality of the archive is characteristic of a movement in archival studies, toward an insistence on bodies in
archives, of the physicality of the archival event.
To offer one further example, in e Social Life of Information, John
Seely Brown and Paul Duguid write of working beside a library patron
who sniffed the bundles of dusty letters as he took them out of the box.
e man was, it turned out, a medical historian documenting outbreaks
of cholera. In the eighteenth century, vinegar was used to disinfect letters
to prevent the cholera from spreading: “By sniffing for the faint traces
of vinegar that survived  years and noting the date and source of the
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letters, he was able to chart the progress of cholera outbreaks” (). Brown,
reading letters from the papers of a business from the same period, found
his own work altered:
His research threw new light on the letters I was reading. Now
cheery letters telling customers and creditors that all was well,
business thriving, and the future rosy read a little differently if
a whiff of vinegar came off the page. en the correspondent’s
cheeriness might be an act to prevent a collapse of business
confidence—unaware that he or she would be betrayed by a
scent of vinegar. (–)
An olfactory subtext, meaning generated by the scent of the document.
e sensory aspects of the text are seldom so dramatic, but several of the
essays in this volume testify to the importance of the material qualities
of the texts under consideration, their spatial arrangements, and the
institutional procedures that mediate them.
While scholars have always relied on archival research to some degree,
it is only in the last several decades that the archive itself has become a
matter of concerted theoretical attention. Recent engagements with the
archive can be said to have instigated what is a particular form of selfreflexive turn in the humanities and social sciences, a turn that responds
to and colours our investigations into the material practices of archival
scholarship. Michel Foucault’s invocation of the archive as a network of discursive regularities that constitutes, for intellectual historians, “the general
system of the formation and transformation of statements” () has offered,
despite our reservations noted above, one important avenue of approach.
e same, even more, might be said of Georgio Agamben’s attempt, in
Remnants of Auschwitz: e Witness and the Archive, to reinsert subjective
agency into Foucault’s structuralist analysis by reconfiguring the “archive”
as “testimony.” e archive also figures prominently, it might be argued, in
the post-Freudian psychoanalysis of Deleuze and Guattari (particularly in
the case of the rhizomatic text of A ousand Plateaus), with considerable
implications for theories of identity and the body, and that political analysis
of state power finds its postcolonial articulation in Richard omas’s e
Imperial Archive. Feminist and queer incursions into the archive include
Cvetkovich’s Archive of Feelings and Buss and Kadar’s collection on the
archives of Canadian women writers, Working in Women’s Archives. Derrida’s  publication of Archive Fever offers an important philosophical
consideration of the archive, with a particular attention to questions of psychoanalysis, memory, and various technologies of writing and information
storage. All of this theoretical activity might be said to culminate in Rebecca
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Comay’s December  publication of Lost in the Archives, a monumental
anthology of writings and visual compositions on the archive that marks a
watershed in what is really a multidisciplinary field of inquiry.
While such theoretical ventures have engendered their own set of
dialogues, growing attention to cultural critique in its social, political,
historical, and material contexts has made such questions regarding the
archive increasingly important. at is to say, the emergence of cultural
studies has further encouraged an attention to archival practices and the
methodologies of materialist hermeneutics, as in the case of Steedman’s
text. Furthermore, the advent of electronic and new media technologies
has engendered both a retrospective and prospective consciousness about
the ways in which the material instantiations of culture have been, are, and
will be archived. What might be recognized as a kind of “book consciousness” common to literary modernism at the height of print technology is
now better understood as a kind of “archival consciousness” common to
society at large. “Book consciousness” is the term Jerome McGann ascribes
to the modernist attention to bibliographic coding so evident in the print
texts of the early twentieth century; that same kind of pervasive sensibility might well apply to the archive in our own time.⁴ ose who enjoy (or
suffer) access to the technologies and institutions of information culture
cannot help but find themselves drenched in the assumptions of digital
media. While that consciousness may not be decidedly different in kind, it
is certainly different in degree, and such a general awareness of the event
of the archive suggests that technological innovations, at least in part,
constitute the condition of possibility of this very collection.
All of the essays that follow here consider the event of the archive
amongst the tensions and intentions we’ve invoked above—that is, with
a deliberate self-consciousness that seeks to understand, in the fabulous
(and sometimes horrifying) dance of literal and figurative archives, what it
means to carry out such work, and what the event of archive might tell us
about in advance about our critical encounters with cultural history. e
authors included here encounter the archive in a wide variety of media
(photography, the visual arts, the performance arts, electronic texts, audio
recordings, print publications) and across a number of discursive registers
(the epistolic, the documentary, the anthology, pulp fiction, canonical literature). What they discover is equally varied. If this volume constitutes a
record of current engagements with the archive, then the pressing issues
 For more on book consciousness and bibliographic coding, see McGann’s e
Textual Condition and his Black Riders.
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that come to the fore include not only the familiar triad of race, class, and
gender, but also more specific concerns with complicity and critique, spectacle and speculation, subjectivity and objectivity, authority and authenticity, history and historiography, culture and commodity. Regardless of
where scholarly attention might be focused, what becomes clear here is,
indeed, the centrality of the archive to contemporary scholarship and
criticism, as well as the need to reckon with the ubiquity of the archive
both inside and outside the walls of the academy.
Our opening essay serves as an excellent example of the ways in which
archival economies permeate such false boundaries. Mark Simpson’s
“Archiving Hate: Lynching Postcards at the Limit of Social Circulation”
juxtaposes several archival events: the  World’s Columbian Exposition held in Chicago, the graphic record of southern .. lynching practices
in the form of souvenir photos and postcards, the scholarly mediation
of those archival documents as evidenced in the Without Sanctuary
exhibition, book, and website, and, importantly, the author’s own critical
commentary included in this volume. Here, theories of the archive come
into question in regard to the dynamics of spectacle and commodification. At issue are the subtle machinations of racial hatred in the form of
documentary representation at every stage of the circulation and veiling
of its horrifying images—subtle, because complicity and collusion find
purchase (and we use that word deliberately) in the most insidious fashion.
In challenging Allen and Littlefield’s bid to remove such images of racial
hatred from the realm of the collectible to the ostensibly de-commercialized realm of the national archive, Simpson effectively reminds us “that
the larger endeavour is resolutely commercial” and “fails to shake the hold
of the market,” even in the case of such laudable memory work devoted
to the cause of social justice. e archive, then, remains inextricable from
the forces of capital countering those scholarly archival interventions that
might otherwise unpack forms of the national imaginary occluding the
pervasiveness of racism. ere is no point, it would seem, at which the
event of the archive finds either closure or impermeability.
If it is the economy of the photographic evidence of trauma that
demands Simpson’s attention, then it is the disjunctures of the photographic archive that invite Dag Petersson’s speculative challenges in his
essay. Confronting the privilege accorded to the material trace in historical analysis and the representational mediations of archival practice,
“Archiving the Potentialities of Events” asks provocative questions about
how one might record possibility rather than actuality. Recognizing that
such an effort requires a rethinking of the relationship between things and
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potentiality, Petersson follows Agamben in reimagining that relationship
in both ontological and ontogenetic terms. As the author demonstrates,
Walid Raad’s Atlas Group Archive, a visual-verbal record of what might
appear to be “fictional” documentations of the Lebanese civil wars, runs
counter to the discursive regulations of the archive as Foucault describes it
by opening up a space between evidentiary documentation and historical
experience. As a non-representational archive, Raad’s project effectively
describes the limits of official archives and relies, in part, on a challenge
to one of our most cherished forms of documentation: the photograph.
Here, photographic evidence and textual commentary fail to cohere and
produce, in place of such coherence, paradoxical spaces of critical possibility. ose spaces allow the artist to produce a range of alternative histories,
histories that describe “the potential conditions of life during the war” in
a manner unauthorized by conventional historiographic methodologies.
Such a challenge to the representational status of the archival artifact is,
Petersson argues, an ethical approach to the documentation of historical
trauma.
Louis Cabri’s “Discursive Events in the Electronic Archive of Postmodern and Contemporary Poetry” juxtaposes the archive, the event, and
contemporary poetics in order to explore the structural interanimations
of recording and performance. His investigation bears similarities to
Petersson’s in that it considers how the electronic record of a discursive
event allows for a “double discovery”: a discovery both of what was said
and what might have been said. But this doubleness is not restricted to
only the actual and the potential; rather it permeates the entire eventstructure of poetry in a manner that resists the reification of the object
(the poem, speech, conversation) and produces what Jean-Luc Nancy
would call the Being-plural of the subject (the poet, audience, various
interlocutors). Cabri looks carefully at a series of transcripts documenting
the talk of poets such as Charles Olson, David Antin, and Ron Silliman in
order to evoke the tensions inherent in the archival event that is poetry,
and ultimately moves to his own involvement with the PhillyTalks series
as an exemplary instance of “produced reception” that enacts “a tension
between performance and recording.”
Katherine Sutherland’s “Speed, Motorcycles and the Archive” begins
with a Harley crossing the desert and ends with the electronic impulses
archiving our remote access to libraries. In between, she argues in highvelocity prose that “In the st century the archive can only be a product
and record of speed” (). She confronts the “archival paradox” of the
now-defunct Guggenheim in Las Vegas (an art gallery in a hotel pretendArchiving “Archiving” | 
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ing to be Venice and devoted not to art or even accommodation but to
“shoppertainment”), a striking example of Derrida’s dictum that “what is
no longer archived in the same way is no longer lived in the same way.”
But there is a kind of appropriateness to this archive that has already been
dismantled. e archive itself is not stable, argues Sutherland. It is linked
to bodies—to the homeless under tarps in the tent city on the outskirts
of Las Vegas, to the crowds consuming Celine Dion on the strip, to the
back of the boxer inscribed with the  of an offshore online gambling
site. We may be in Haraway’s world of “cyborg semiologies,” but we have
not given up gender or autonomy, and Sutherland celebrates the movement out of the box, out of the building, to a space where speeding bodies
become kinetic archives.
Ben Alexander’s “e Yaddo Records: How an Institutional Archive
Reveals Creative Insights” further expands the range of archival materials
available to cultural historians by focusing on a particular set of institutional records only recently opened to the public. e focus of this article
is the records of Yaddo, the famous artist’s retreat located in Saratoga
Springs that, for more than a century, has had a profound influence on
the development of the arts in the United States. Alexander, an archivist
in the Manuscripts Division of the New York Public Library, uses that
proximity to make a case for the ways in which institutional records—as
opposed to the private papers of practicing authors—reveal the historical
pressures and resulting cultural formations that constitute the material
conditions of artistic production. By concentrating on the administrative
processes that made it possible for now highly regarded authors (Arvin,
Cowley, Plath, Farrell, Porter, Hughes, etc.) to gain access to Yaddo’s
grounds, Alexander describes the seemingly silent powers that served as
the arbiters of authorial success in early twentieth-century America. e
Yaddo records reveal, it might be argued, two distinct events of the archive:
the moment at which institutional authorities (here administrators and
advisors) create the conditions of possibility that produce the archive of
a national literature, and the moment at which cultural historians return
to the archive of the archive, as it were, in order to enact the return of
the repressed.
Michelle Smith’s “From ‘e Offal of the Magazine Trade’ to ‘Absolutely
Priceless’: Considering the Canadian Pulp Magazine Collection” returns to
an archive legally repressed: in  the War Exchange Conservation Act
banned American pulp magazines and comics, and in  the pulps were
made illegal. In the interim, Toronto publisher Alec Valentine produced
over forty-four titles, from romance to horror to true crime, for Canadian
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readers. Smith traces the three stages of the archive, from the publisher,
to the private collector, to the public institution, noting the change in
protocols of reading that accompanies the change of space. Where pulps
were once the object of campaigns to “erase them from the cultural landscape,” they are now nurtured and protected near the same institutions,
Parliament and the Supreme Court, which once sought to eradicate them.
Nevertheless, the fear of contagion that once accompanied the pulps seems
to remain. Formerly read by working-class readers seeking entertainment,
they are now read by scholars under surveillance in the Rare Book Room.
It is the ways of reading—critical and analytical rather than prurient and
escapist—that assure their legitimacy. e essay explores the intersection
of class, audience, and the physical space of reception in determining the
cultural function of the archive.
In “Romps with Ransom’s King: Fans, Collectors, Academics, and the
M. P. Shiel Archives,” Kirsten MacLeod takes up the case of Shiel, decadent,
popular fiction writer, and first king of Redonda (an uninhabited island
off the coast of Montserrat, whose subsequent kings have granted titles
to Rebecca West, Lawrence Durrell, Pierre Bourdieu, and Francis Ford
Coppola). Her concern is less with the contents of the archive than how
it came into being, and where Smith addresses the distinctions among
publisher, collector, and curator, MacLeod explores the different “imagined
subjectivities” of academics, collectors, and fans. Shiel’s archive began with
the collection of John Gawsworth, an undiscriminating (and alcoholic)
collector-fan. How, MacLeod asks, would such an archive wind up at the
Harry Ransom Research Center in Austin, Texas, home of one of the best
collections of Modernist literature in the world? It does in part because
Ransom deliberately collected material other universities neglected, and in
part because the chief acquisitions librarian at the time was a Shiel fan. At
the end of her essay MacLeod turns her scrutiny on herself and us, shifting
the focus from the archive as a place to a function of the archiving agents,
to, finally, a text created by the scholar-researcher.
ose same agents of the archive—Derrida’s archons—come into play
in the final essay in our collection in which Leonard Diepeveen examines
the archival machinations of period formation. In “When Did Modernism
Begin? Formulating Boundaries in the Modern Anthology,” the author
discovers in “the blandest prose ever written in English”—the introductions to poetry anthologies—“a passionate struggle” about the emergence
of Modernism. In considering the issue, Diepeveen flips the question from
one of production to one of reception, asking not when modern poems
were first produced, but when was it possible to think of modernism as
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an event. Victorian anthologies aimed to provide poetic “gems”; Modern
anthologies were defined by chronology and ideology, and conceived of
themselves, Diepeveen argues, as “the archive of an event.” Defining a narrative in which the Victorian past was the villain, these portable archives
were able to bring the chaotic present into focus. Yet, paradoxically,
although  anthologies were produced in the first half of the twentieth
century, the scholar of anthologies faces the same problem as the scholar
of pulps: “e more there were, the less there are.” Research libraries tend
to discard anthologies as new ones emerge. e problem is exacerbated
by cataloguing, for there is no single term for anthologies in the Library
of Congress system; the peripatetic scholar is forced to wander the stacks,
in effect creating his or her own archive.
As the figure of the wandering scholar might suggest, in all archival
events one finds the element of serendipity. Nothing seems straightforward in the archives. We speak of solid research methods and good
detective work, but the real discoveries seem to come from nowhere, to
be handed to you, after days or weeks in which (it appears in retrospect)
the insight has been perversely denied, as if it there were not just the
archons but some other power controlling the archives. As it turns out,
there is: an ancient Egyptian deity named Seshat, goddess of the archives.
Seshat (Sesheta, Sefkhet-aabut, and half a dozen other spellings) was the
goddess of writing, libraries, mathematics, and architecture, as well as
archives (Figure ). Seshat is the only female deity shown writing (though
others are pictured holding a pen), yet she has never received her due.
Married to the more famous oth, she taught him how to write and he
got all the credit—lord of books, scribe of the gods, he represented the
heart and tongue of Ra, the major deity, and he, oth, spoke the words
that resulted in the creation of heaven and earth. oth had his own followers and his own temples, while Seshat had none. Seshat, however, was
no mere bookkeeper. She wrote the names of the kings on the leaves of
the Persea tree (a tall pyramidal evergreen associated with the temple of
Ra), and like the middle of the three Fates in Greek mythology, allotted
the span of life.⁵
You would think she was a goddess people might want to cultivate, and
indeed in recent times, the devotion to Seshat has had a revival. A division
of the Australian Society of Archivists, —the Science, Technology,
and Medicine Archives—has titled their newsletter Seshat and oth,
after what they call the “twin gods” of the archives. Further, on some
 For more on Seshat, see Bishop’s “e Motorcycle and the Archive.”
 | O’Driscoll & Bishop

New Age internet sites she is worshipped as the Silicon Goddess, protector of computers and software; some devotees view the internet itself as
a manifestation of the Goddess. In ancient iconography she is pictured
in a close-fitting leopard skin with what looks like a sprinkler coming
out of her head, a seven- or nine-pointed star that no classical scholars
have satisfactorily explained. (Modern worshippers have argued that this
star is a cannabis leaf, but we think it only looks like one if you’ve already
been smoking it. Yet she can induce what historians refer to as “research
rapture.”) Seshat appears to be related to Selquet, also called the “mistress
of the house of books”: a golden, arch-eyed goddess with a scorpion on
her head. us Seshat/Selquet is an apt emblem of the seduction and the
danger of the archive, and the essays here are proof of her ability to inspire
extraordinary and courageous work.
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