
           
      

 

   

            
         

  

             
            
           

              
             

          
             

           
            

              
            
             

            
           

            
            

          
             

Book Review 

Technologies of the Novel: Quantitative Data and the Evolution of Literary Systems. 
Nicholas D. Paige. Cambridge University Press, 2021. ISBN 978-1-108-83550-3, 
290 pp. 

Nicholas D. Paige’s book presents the evolution of French and, to a lesser 

degree, English novels from 1601 to 1830 and discusses possible causes for 

certain trends’ gain or loss of popularity. He quantitatively analyzes the 

“patterned flux of the novel system” over those years (1). That is, for Paige, 
the novel is a set of objects (formal artifacts) that are historically unstable 

with ever-changing technologies. Some of the technologies examined in the 

book are third person omniscience and the epistolary novel (in which the plot 

is presented through letters between the characters or their diaries). Paige 

categorizes and measures the formal features outlined above in a corpus of 
2,000 novels. The book is divided into three parts: Part I discusses the rise 

and fall of truth pretense (authors presenting their novels as truth when 

they are not); Part II is concerned with the nouvelle, the roman, the 

epistolary novel, the memoir and the third-person fictional novel; and in Part 

III, a technological model is developed to account for these changes. 

In Part I, Paige discusses three dominant truth strategies: 1) the 

Aristotelian novel (a ‘somebody’ or celebrity of the time as subject matter), 
2) the pseudofactual novel (asserts literal existence of the unknown 

protagonist), and 3) the invented – fictional – novel (indifferent to the literal 
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existence of the protagonist) from 1680 to 1820. The Aristotelian and 

pseudofactual novels fall out of fashion after one hundred years respectively. 
Paige highlights the drawbacks in pseudofactuality, such as insisting on 

truth without actually expecting readers to believe in this truth and the 

conflict in recognition of authorship in first-person novels, reducing authors 

to editors. Overall, Part I highlights the characteristics and historical 
evolution of these important features of the novel. Here, the author clearly 

discusses this change, presenting the rise and fall of features like the 

‘somebody’ vs. ‘nobody’ characters, (a celebrity vs. nonentity) and the 

Aristotelian vs. pseudofactual novels (real vs. alternate world novels) 
chronologically, comparing it to its counterpart and offering a concise 

account of its history. 

In Part II, the turn from pseudofactuality (nouvelle, roman, epistolary 

and memoir novel) to fictionality (third-person “new” fictional novel) is 

discussed. Here, Paige details the fall of the roman (a Heliodorian form novel 
with third-person narratives, in which characters recount flashbacks), 
attributing it to excessive length, complexity of inset narratives and 

“narrative peculiarity” (64). This resulted in the adoption of the nouvelle, 
which becomes more popular and homogenous. After the Aristotelian form, 
France adopted the Heliodorian form, embraced the document novels 

(mostly memoirs and the epistolary novel), lengthened novels and 

segmented them. England adopted the document form from 1700 to 1810 

and eventually caught up with France. Paige claims that rapid changes were 

possible due to the system’s youth and because novelists had not established 

practices and habits yet. Part II illustrates these transitions quantitatively 

and effectively for the reader. Paige presents the differences between the 

nouvelle and the roman in more detail than in the previous chapters and 

illustrates the rise of the memoir and epistolary novels, through 

comprehensive, quantitative diagrams showing their rise and fall 
throughout the time-span. It does not include any kind of sociopolitical 
explanation for these changes but manages to describe their increase and 

decrease in popularity in a meaningful way. These chapters describe the 
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transition to modernity and, by extension, development to the novel as we 

know it today. 

In Part III, these literary forms are presented as evolving technological 
artifacts. One technological invention evolves from the previous one, based 

on the blueprint of the latter (for example the third-person novels of the 

eighteenth century evolved from the first-person novels of the seventeenth 

century, like the CD evolved from the floppy disc). Then, Paige argues, 
literary forms are also fashions: they gain and lose popularity over the years 

and re-emerge again, only changed to fit the new era. Is this a generalizable 

truth, though, for all the features studied in this book? I believe not – the 

authors of an era get inspired by the authors of previous eras and produce 

works which revise and redefine the features of the previous works, 
producing something new. In that, from the beginning of the book, the 

author refrains from providing any kind of sociopolitical explanation as to 

why literary forms gain or lose popularity: 

[…] it is a dangerous business, I think, to try to pin specific formal 
swerves to whatever sociopolitical events happen to occur within their 
vicinity (the absolutist court, the Revolution), or to link a form to a given 
socioeconomic group (the military aristocracy in steady eclipse, the 
ever-rising bourgeoisie), or to explain it as the material symptom of an 
emerging ideology (the exchange economy, the liberal subject). On the 
one hand, the sheer historical elasticity of most of these purported 
“causes” makes for a situation in which they can be wheeled in to 
explain whatever is in need of explanation (7). 

To conclude, it is important not to neglect the power of the market, and 

the consumers it is comprised of. Do readers consume whatever is on the 

market, just because it is on the market? Or rather, do readers pick up on 

literary trends and determine what the market wants? It is likely that 

readers decide to drop old forms or simply get tired of the same thing. I 

believe that one cannot disregard how society sees its own reflection in 

literature and that trends are indeed representative of both the readers’ 
needs and social changes; this is not considered in the book. Does, for 
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example, first-wave feminist literature pick up on a growing trend in society 

or does this kind of literature represent, maintain, and reinforce certain 

ideologies/social changes of the time, inspiring readers by extension? Is 

dystopian literature of the ‘50s and ‘60s a coincidence or is it in any way 

representative of a rejection of the totalitarian regimes and responsive to 

historical events like the rise of fascism and communism? In this book, Paige 

does not attempt to explain the findings or attribute them to a certain cause; 
readers are reminded that correlation does not mean causation. Ultimately, 
the book offers a very thorough and valuable description of evolution of 
literary systems. With explanation not being the focus of this book, I would 

argue that further research should be done on the actual causes of these 

technological advancements. 

Marina Theodora Galanou 
University of Nottingham 
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