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Reception Studies and the History of the Book. Interdisciplinary perspectives 
 

Abstracts 
 
 

KEYNOTE ADDRESS, THURSDAY 26 NOVEMBER 
 

Ika Willis (Senior Lecturer, Faculty of Law, Humanities and the Arts, University of 
Wollongong) – “Book History, Reception History, Media History” 
 
In this keynote address, I look at some of the ways in which book history and reception 
theory/history/studies are mutually implicated, and suggest a theoretical framework for future 
research at the intersection of these fields. 
Acts of reading, reception, and interpretation, are structured by multiple actors and forces, 
drawn from many different domains of human experience and social life (Emre 2017: 253; 
Warner 2002: 54-55). These are often roughly divided into two sets: the material (the traditional 
domain of book history) and the hermeneutic (reception). Media history/theory, from Marshall 
McLuhan (1964) through to Lisa Gitelman (2008) and Ruha Benjamin (2019), has theorized 
and historicized the relationship between reading technologies and broader cultural and social 
forms.  
This paper will provide a brief overview of the long media history of the book, as well as 
propounding a theory of reception/interpretation as a field structured and traversed by the 
‘confluence of the physiological, the material… the technological’ (Littau 2006: 3), the 
sociocultural, the hermeneutic, and the affective. Thinking all these together is a less daunting 
task than it might appear – at least when book history and reception work together. 
 
 

KEYNOTE ADDRESS/INTERVIEW, FRIDAY 27 NOVEMBER 
 

Peter McDonald (Professor of English and Related Literature, University of Oxford) – 
“Artefacts of Writing” 
 
Some forms of literature interfere with the workings of the literate brain, posing a challenge to 
readers of all kinds, including professional literary critics. In Artefacts of Writing, Peter D. 
McDonald argues they pose as much of a challenge to the way states conceptualise language, 
culture, and community. Drawing on a wealth of evidence, from Victorian scholarly disputes 
over the identity of the English language to the constitutional debates about its future in Ireland, 
India, and South Africa, and from the quarrels over the idea of culture within the League of 
Nations in the interwar years to UNESCO's ongoing struggle to articulate a viable concept of 
diversity, McDonald brings together a large ensemble of legacy writers, including T.S. Eliot, 
James Joyce, and Rabindranath Tagore, putting them in dialogue with each other and with the 
policy-makers who shaped the formation of modern states and the history of internationalist 
thought from the 1860s to the 1940s. In the second part of the book, he reflects on the 
continuing evolution of these dialogues, showing how a varied array of more contemporary 
writers from Amit Chaudhuri, J. M. Coetzee, and Salman Rushdie to Antjie Krog, Arvind 
Krishna Mehrotra, and Es'kia Mphahlele cast new light on a range of questions concerning 
education, literacy, human rights, translation, indigenous knowledge, and cultural diversity that 
have preoccupied UNESCO since 1945. 
In this interview, Peter McDonald will dialogue with Giuliano D’Amico on his book and its 
developments. 
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PAPERS, THURSDAY 26 NOVEMBER 
 
 

Marianne Egeland – “Life Writing and Appropriation” 
 
Writers easily dismiss ethical questions concerning the use of other people’s lives in narratives 
labelled as novels, by referring to freedom of speech on the one hand and to art’s necessities 
and autonomous status on the other. In the name of art, publishers and numerous critics support 
authors’ right to write whatever they please about whomever they please. Books marketed as 
close to life in paratexts become “just novels” when accusations arise about abuse of real 
characters and factual incidents. It is as if the generic label functions like some kind of an 
invisibility cloak, magically spiriting away all real life likeness and obvious similarities with 
perfectly recognizable individuals, who just as magically have no reason to feel invaded. 
The same writers who defend their right to treat real life persons as raw material for their own 
personal and artistic realization might react appalled at colleagues appropriating experiences 
of people with other racial and sexual identities. But perhaps appropriation may be defined as 
an essence of all life writing? In what has been called The Dolphin-controversy, the American 
poet Robert Lowell was accused by some readers as early as 1973 of appropriating his wife 
Elizabeth Hardwick’s words and letters when he published a collection of poems entitled The 
Dolphin. The appropriation verdict is even stronger among reviewers of The Dolphin Letters 
published last year, containing letters written at the time by all the parties in the controversy. 
The book and its reception provides me with a point of departure for discussing life writing 
and appropriation more generally and specifically in connection with the Norwegian scene. 
 
 
Thor Holt – “From Labels to Reception Processes: Jaws (1975) as an Adaptation of 
Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People (1882)” 
 
Given the frequent references in reviews and articles, it is perhaps surprising that no sustained 
analyses of the relationship between Steven Spielberg’s Jaws and Henrik Ibsen’s An Enemy of 
the People have been published. This may be because the relationship strains the limits of what 
viewers expect from a film adaptation of a known literary work. As neither “announced” nor 
“extended” (though perhaps “deliberate”), in Linda Hutcheon’s terminology, I view Jaws as a 
useful test case for examining the conceptual limits of adaptation in regard to the question of 
where mere intertextual referencing ends and adaptation begins (Hutcheon 2006, xii). 
Questions of what counts of an “adaptation” and why it matters has been a long-standing topic 
for debate amongst adaptation scholars. Influential theorists such as Julie Sanders and Robert 
Stam refrain from defining adaptation at all, and choose to differentiate adaptation and 
intertextuality/appropriation as matters of diffuse degrees rather than in terms of sharp 
definitions (Stam 2000; Sanders 2005). 
Drawing on Bakhtin’s notion of dialogism and Rick Altman’s genre theory, I argue that the 
question of adaptation is less about fixed generic labels than ongoing reception processes, 
which inflect the text with patternings that makes it productive to read Jaws as an “adaptation 
as adaptation» (Hutcheon 2006, xviii). In turn, a reading of Jaws will produce double or 
multiple meanings for readers who choose to follow adaptation as one “generic” route among 
many. One significant consequence of such readings, is how Spielberg’s blockbuster inflects 
Ibsen’s play, which is continuously reactivated and changed in the process. 
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Sissel Furuseth – “Traveling Petromodernities: the Norwegian Reception of Upton 
Sinclair’s Oil!” 
 
Scholars of the History of Literary Reception have seen many examples of how texts from the 
past suddenly revive after many years of oblivion. Upton Sinclair’s 1926 novel Oil!, an 
international bestseller in the 1920s and 1930s, first published in New York by Albert & 
Charles Boni, was largely forgotten in the second half of the 20th century. As late as 2007, 
Christopher Taylor noted that despite Sinclair’s “remarkable literary output and his enormous 
influence during his lifetime, his novels have all but disappeared from academic discourse” 
(Taylor 2007, 166). The last decade, however, Oil! has been frequently quoted within 
Petrocultures Research and the emerging field of Energy Humanities (cf. LeMenager 2014; 
Szeman 2017). One may ask to what extent the new environmental peak oil framing resonates 
with the late 1920s reception of the novel, nationally as well as globally.  
The paper will be focused on presenting some examples from the Norwegian reception of Oil!, 
that is, first and foremost newspaper reviews of Gunnar Larsen’s translation launched by the 
Oslo publishing house Aschehoug. Like the American original (1926-1927), the Norwegian 
edition was published in two parts, in the years 1928-1929. Owing to the National Library of 
Norway’s recently digitized newspaper archive, the 21st century scholar has free access to an 
extensive reception material that may give some answers to the question of how Sinclair’s 
American oil novel was received across the Atlantic, in a country that not until forty years later 
became an oil-driven economy by itself. 
References 
LeMenager, Stephanie. 2014. Living Oil: Petroleum Culture in the American Century. New 
York: Oxford University Press.  
Szeman, Imre. 2017. “Conjectures on World Energy Literature: Or, What is Petroculture?”. 
Journal of Postcolonial Writing, 53:3, pp. 277-288.  
Taylor, Christopher. 2007. “‘Inescapable Propaganda’: Re-Classifying Upton Sinclair outside 
the Naturalist Tradition”. Studies in American Naturalism, 2:2, pp. 166-178. 
 
 
Helge Jordheim – “Adam and Eve, Moses, Three Pyramids, and a Manned Balloon: 
History as Frontispiece” 
 
The third edition of Encyclopaedia Britannica, published between 1788 and 1797 by Andrew 
Bell, Colin Macfarquar, and Georg Gleig, opens with a frontispiece, the first in the history of 
the Britannica. None of the earlier editions had taken the trouble to include an engraving at the 
beginning of the first volume, even though one was featured in Ephraim Chambers’ genre-
defining Cyclopedia from 1728. Twice the size of the second edition and sold in around 10 000 
full set copies, the third edition of Encyclopaedia Britannica would set the standard for British 
encyclopedias for decades to come. Among the most impressive innovations was the number 
of copperplate engravings, all done by Bell, mostly based on or copied after earlier editions 
and other sources. That was also the case with the frontispiece, which was Bell’s rendering of 
Sébastian Le Clerc’s engraving ‘L’Academie des sciences & des beaux arts’ from 1698. The 
engraving shows a classical building, modelled on the Louvre, and in front of it, a large group 
of people pursuing various scholarly and artistic activities, involving a wide range of tools, 
among them two globes, several technical drawings, measurement equipment and various kinds 
of technology. In Le Clerc’s original engraving, the background is made up of another antique 
structure, a colonnade crossing from one side to the other. By contrast, in Bell’s rendering, the 
colonnade is gone and is replaced by a pastoral landscape holding four distinct scenes: Adam 
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and Eve in the Garden of Eden, behind them three Egyptian pyramids, and to the right Moses 
with the Ten Commandments. Hovering above them is a manned balloon. In short, this paper 
is an attempt to explain what all of them are doing there. 
 
 
Ellen Krefting – “Secret springs and naked truths: The reception and circulation of 
“secret histories” in eighteenth-century Denmark-Norway” 
 
In the rich pool of historical genres in eighteenth century Europe, secret histories, anecdotes 
and private lives were among the most popular, and controversial. They claimed to present 
alternative, and truer, accounts of both past and present political realities, by focusing on 
private conduct (in the bedchamber as well as in the closet) rather than on public affairs. 
Althought hey frequently presented strong claims and evidence of their truthfulness, 
contemporary and later historians have tended to dismiss these “histories” as both fictitious and 
“scandalous”. Yet, at the time, labels like these could serve to veil the anti-absolutist political 
discourse embedded in the genre.  
The paper will trace the transnational genre of “secret history” in late eighteenth-century 
Denmark-Norway. It takes its point of departure in a selection of contemporary library 
catalogues in Copenhagen and Christiania. The only known example of Danish origin is 
“Secret relations of the Danish kings after the Sovereignty”, a manuscript by the respected 
historian P. F. Suhm written in the 1770s but not published until 150 years later. Library 
catalogues, however, indicate that secret histories, anecdotes and private lives printed in 
French, German and English did circulate and were read in Denmark-Norway at the time. I will 
argue that both Suhm’s manuscript and the library catalogues attest to a radical political 
understanding of the frivolous genre, where revelations of the “scandalous” behaviour of 
people in power could serve to illustrate the weaknesses of absolute monarchy as political 
system. 
 
 
Aina Nøding – “A room of her own in the basement: Women writers, editors and 
translators of serial fiction in the Norwegian 19th century press” 
 
In this paper I will present some very tentative thoughts for a new project on 19th century 
serial(ized) fiction in the Norwegian press. Women often entered the press by way of the 
newspapers' new section, the feuilleton (called "kjelleren"/"the basement"), as writers, editors 
and translators of fiction and travelogues, and later as literary critics. Neither the fiction of 
these papers, nor the women's work in relation to them, have been studied in any great detail 
(unlike in many other countries) and I believe it would provide new insights into both literary 
and media history of the time. Furthermore, new digital tools available at the National Library 
makes it possible to identify anonymous writers, map literary texts in and collaborate on 
improving metadata for digitized newspapers and periodicals (currently a priority at the 
library), etc. 

PAPERS, FRIDAY 27 NOVEMBER 
 
 
Geir Uvsløkk – “Thrice received, thrice remembered: receptions of translated French 
postmemory narratives in Norway” 
 
In 2018 and 2019, four French postmemory narratives relating different traumatic conflicts 
from the twentieth century were translated into Norvegian:  
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• Lydie Salvayre’s Pas pleurer (2014; Ikke gråte, tr. Gøril Eldøen, 2018), on the 
Spanish Civil War;  

• Patrick Modiano’s Dora Bruder (1997; Dora Bruder, tr. Tom Lotherington, 2019), on 
the Second World War and the Holocaust;  

• Alice Zeniter’s L’Art de perdre (2017; Kunsten å miste, tr. Egil Halmøy, 2019), on the 
Algerian War and the Harkis;  

• and Gaël Faye’s Petit pays (2016; Lille land, tr. Gøril Eldøen, 2018), on the genocide 
of the Tutsi in Rwanda. 

This paper will explore the different stages of reception at play in the writing, translating and 
publishing of these narratives, and focus not on what may be lost in these processes of 
transmission of memories that are not one’s own, but on what is gained. 
 
 
Gianina Druta – “Translating Ibsen for the Romanian audience” 
 
The aim of this paper is to investigate the relationship between the Romanian Ibsen translations 
and the Romanian Ibsen theatre tradition until the middle of the 20th century. The 
methodological starting point of this research is based on a combination of theatre 
historiography, Digital Humanities framed by the use of IbsenStage database, the concept of 
histoire croisée, and Richard Schechner’s approach on the relationship between drama, script, 
theatre and performance.  First, the statistics and networks of all the Romanian Ibsen 
translators, as well as of those whose translations were used in the theatre performances point 
at the connection between the book and the theatre market. Secondly, a further historical 
investigation of who the most important translators were reveals the most diverse landscape in 
the history of the Romanian Ibsen translation. Theatre practitioners, men of letters and even 
diplomats were equally involved in translating Ibsen’s texts until the middle of the 20th century. 
Finally, by comparing the dissemination patterns of Ibsen’s texts on the book and the theatre 
market in light of their connection, this paper suggests that the mutual influence between the 
local book and the theatre market was one of the factors that shaped the emergence of Ibsen in 
the Romanian cultural space.  
 
 
Janicke S. Kaasa – “Heavenly Citizens of the World: Child Readers and the Missionary 
Cause” 
 
This article-in-the-making examines the staging of the child reader in early missionary 
children’s magazines in Norway, with particular emphasis on the very first, Johan Christian 
Johnsen’s Missionsblad for Børn (Missionary Magazine for Children, 1847–1848). Like many 
other early children’s magazines, these publications were short-lived and have been devoted 
limited scholarly attention. Yet, they made up an important part of what children read, or at 
least what children were offered to read. By examining the staging of the child readers in these 
publications, the article will uncover the ways in which they are cast as both world citizens and 
model missionaries. The missionary cause so heavily emphasized in these publications forges 
an active and pragmatic role for the child reader, bestowing it with agency in literary as well 
as in religious life. As such, these early missionary magazines aimed specifically at Norwegian 
children offer important insights into the children’s role as literary citizens in the mid-19th 
century. Furthermore, by tracing the foreign models from which these publications drew 
inspiration and actual material (textual and visual), I investigate the transnational networks and 
strands, as well as the local adaptations, of these missionary magazines. 
 



 6 

 
Giuliano D’Amico – “Hermetic semiosis as a mode of reception” 
 
“Has Peer Gynt a Key? And how far is it legitimate to insist on the mystic interpretation of a 
work of art for which the author has emphatically disclaimed any hidden or esoteric meaning 
whatever? The question is most fitly answered by another: How far is it possible for a poet, 
writing in the full flow of what is loosely termed inspiration, to gauge, fully and accurately, the 
value – on all the planes – of what he has written?” These are the opening words of the theatre 
program of a Theosophical staging of Henrik Ibsen’s Peer Gynt, which was performed in 
Edinburgh in 1908. Articulated more than a century ago, this question has continuing relevance 
for literature studies, as scholars have repeatedly discussed the potential and limits of 
interpretations and receptions of literary works that seek to find a secret, encoded meaning in 
works that show no apparent secret layers of meaning. In this paper, I will gather a few 
preliminary thoughts about such interpretations, which I intend to develop in a forthcoming 
study of three examples from the reception of Henrik Ibsen’s Peer Gynt throughout the 20th 
and 21st century, two relatively recent ones and a fairly old one. The two recent ones are 
Hemmeligheten bak Peer Gynt (The Secret behind Peer Gynt) and Peer Gynt-koden (The Peer 
Gynt Code), respectively a documentary film that was broadcasted by the Norwegian State 
television NRK in 2017, and an “academic” book that was published by the Norwegian non-
fiction publisher Abstrakt forlag on the occasion of Ibsen’s centennial year 2006. The third one 
is the above-mentioned Scottish theosophical production of Peer Gynt from 1908. In this paper, 
I will present and discuss a theoretical-methodological framework based on Umberto Eco’s 
concept of “hermetic semiosis”, which he develops in The Limits of Interpretation (1990) and 
uses in order to debunk esoteric readings of classic literary works, such as Dante’s Comedy. I 
will discuss if and how this concept is applicable to study one of the above-mentioned 
examples, The Secret Behind ‘Peer Gynt’, and which hermeneutical mode of reception it rests 
upon. 


