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Extracts, snippets and fragments: the use of the textual excerpt in eighteenth century poetic miscellanies


One of the orthodoxies of the study of verse in this period is that the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century witnesses the rise of the fragment as a poetic genre, and that this can be related to Romantic poetics. Critics such as Tom McFarland and Marjorie Levinson have written of the way in which the late eighteenth century fragment poem represents an assault on the permanency of poetic genres; that in its incompleteness it suggests the inexpressibility of poetry, and the poetics of the sublime.  





          In this paper, however, I will argue that the poetic fragment was a staple of poetic culture from much earlier on, and did not necessarily betoken the kinds of epistemological uncertainties suggested above. I am currently leading a 3 year Leverhulme project, the Digital Miscellanies Index, which will record the contents of the numerous poetic miscellanies of the eighteenth century. Our work shows that many Augustan, or early eighteenth century poems, appeared only in part; that wholeness was not seen as a prerequisite of poetic excellence, and that early eighteenth-century readers were happy to enjoy the pleasures of verse in small quantities. Anthologies of the ‘beauties’ of poetry presented collections of individual passages which represented the most elevated moments of individual poems. Edward Bysshe’s hugely popular The Beauties of English Verse (1702) offers lines from a range of seventeenth and early eighteenth century poems under various subject headings, ranging from war and thunder to love or dolphins. The paper will explore some of the consequences of this practice: in particular, the extent to which this habit of excerpting privileged particular kinds of poetic effect: the epigrammatic, or the short elevated description. I will also suggest some of the practical and conceptual difficulties excerpting presents: a number of collections include composite poems, verse made up of a series of cut-and-pasted poem snippets. Who is the author here? Did readers care? In considering the role of the excerpt in miscellany culture, this paper connects the study of the fragment to the histories of reading, authorship, and textual transmission.
 
 

