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Foreword

Simon Eliot

People say that life is the thing, but I prefer
reading.
(Logan Pearsall Smith, 1865-1946)

To pass her time 'twixt reading and Bohea,

To muse, and spill her solitary tea,

Or o’er cold coffee trifle with the spoon,

Count the slow clock, and dine exact at noon.
(Alexander Pope, 1688-1744)

Laudant illa sed ista legunt.
(They praise those works, but read these.)
(Martial, c.ap 40-104)

Little that is commonplace registers in history. Until relatively recently
most history has been a record of the exceptional, of change, of dif-
ference, or of contrast. To reverse the cliché, it’s always been about the
elephant in the room, and never about how the room was furnished or
its other, less striking occupants. Essential commonplaces such as eat-
ing, casual conversations in the street, and the street itself, fudge into
a fuzzy background against which sharp change or notable differences
are brought into focus. In most history the ordinary is at best out of
focus or, more commonly, invisible. The quotidian is never quoted,
the common place is uncommon, and ‘the same old, same old’ is worn
out before it is ever recorded.

In most literate societies, reading is usually this sort of prosaic
activity. Most of us do it most of the time. It is not necessarily a mat-
ter of settling down to spend a few hours with On the Origin of Species
or catching up with the latest vogue novel, it is more often a matter
of reading a cornflakes packet for want of anything better, or reading
a ‘use by’ date on something dubious from the fridge, or a timetable,

Xiii
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or a free newspaper, or an email, or an advertisement, or a street
name, or a menu, or the instructions on a bottle of aspirin.

However, the reading that we tend to remember, and the reading
that much more frequently gets recorded, is of the exceptional sort:
the book, the chapter, perhaps even just the sentence, which strikes
home, which affects us in some profound way, which sometimes
even transforms us. One should never underestimate the power of
reading to surprise with joy, shock with facts or reason, or force us to
see things from a disturbingly different point of view, and doing so
commonly against our will and inclination. Samuel Johnson'’s experi-
ence, while he was an undergraduate at Oxford, of taking up Law’s
Serious Call to a Holy Life on the assumption that he might laugh at
it, only to find Law ‘an overmatch for me’ is an example of such
unexpected and sometimes unwelcome power. Reading, as so many
other human experiences do, often relies for its impact on the law of
unintended consequences.

Now, there is a natural and understandable tendency of those, par-
ticularly in literary studies, to prioritize this exceptional form of read-
ing. After all, what is the use of studying something if it does not have
a huge potential power to change and to convert? To study something
that merely entertained, or diverted, or allowed escape or, worst of all,
simply passed the time, is somehow demeaning. What we want are
roads to Damascus: the flash, the crash, the conversion.

But if most, or even a significant minority, of reading experiences
were of this transformational sort, we as readers would soon be exha-
usted by it or, like Mr Brooke in George Eliot’s Middlemarch, endlessly
buffeted from one set of opinions to the next as he read one pamphlet
and then another.

There is, of course, a middle type of reading between the entirely
functional and the disconcertingly transcendental. This consists of
reading for entertainment (escapist or otherwise), for instruction and
information — and for confirmation. The first two are self-explanatory,
but the third may need some unpacking. Although we are occasion-
ally subject, often accidentally, to a reading experience that is trans-
formational, we do spend a lot of our reading time trying to avoid
such experiences. For instance, we usually choose for our newspaper
one that tends to parallel our own views, and we naturally gravitate
to other texts that are disposed to assure us that our opinions are
the correct ones, and to provide us with further examples to back
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up our own prejudices. To provide the ‘And I am right, and you are
right’ reassurance is one of the necessary and comforting functions
of reading. Much of the content of even the most modern forms of
communication, the text and the tweet, are devoted to variations on
the theme of ‘I'm OK, and you're OK'. It was ever thus: many of the
clay tablets exchanged between Assyrian monarchs and their civil
servants performed a similar function.

We must not forget that the act of reading or, at least, the act of
appearing to read, is also an invaluable social tool. For those wishing
to promote themselves as studious, for those wanting to avoid social
contact or (even worse) eye contact, for those wishing to create space
around themselves in a crowded place, reading is a godsend. How
many of us, in dining alone in a restaurant, have taken a book or
a newspaper not merely for entertainment, but in order to indicate
that we are certainly not sad and lonely people?

Finally, there is the history of implied reading; that is, of reading
we have not done but either implicitly or explicitly claimed to have
done. The unread books borrowed from libraries, the un-perused
books on our tables and bookshelves, all those monuments to our
good intentions. Or, equally common, the books we bluff about, the
allusion to a text that we hope will impress without being picked up
by someone who has actually read the book to which we have casu-
ally referred. That this is both not new and all too human is attested
by the quotation from Martial at the beginning of this foreword.

The history of reading is as much about the reader as it is about
what is read. It is about the cocktail of motives and circumstances
that leads us to select one text rather than another, and about the
texture of our personalities and the nature of our predicament that
determine how we react to that text. In our various attempts to recre-
ate the humanity of the world we have lost, the study of the reading
experiences of those in earlier centuries is an important and worth-
while endeavour. The essays that follow are part of a heroic project
to explore one of the most significant of the intellectual experiences
that we share with the literate past.
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Introduction

Katie Halsey and W. R. Owens

‘Reading has a history. But how can we recover it?” The answer Robert
Darnton gives to his own question - ‘by searching the record for
readers’ — gives rise to a series of other questions.! What is the record?
Where is it? How should we search it? What do we do with the read-
ers when we find them? What is the status of the different kinds of
evidence that we might find? And how might we put that evidence
together to create a ‘history’ of reading? The very nature of the
practice of reading — a practice that has often been internal, private,
unremarked — makes tracking down surviving evidence very difficult
indeed. Most records that survive have done so either because they
relate to famous or notable historical characters, or only through ser-
endipity or chance, and are thus not necessarily representative. They
may also be only partial, or difficult to interpret. It is thus necessary to
try to combine as many different kinds of evidence as possible before
coming to any sorts of conclusions.

Darnton’s own work on Rousseau’s readers exemplifies what we
might call the ‘case study’ method. Scholars had previously tended to
focus on perceptions or representations of reading as manifested in fic-
tion, prescriptive literature such as conduct books, articles and reviews,
or on theoretical models of ‘implied’, ‘intended’, ‘inscribed’, ‘ideal’ or
‘hypothetical’ readers.? Darnton’s generation of researchers, by con-
trast, began to try to find evidence left by actual historical readers, in
the hope that a large enough collection of case studies would eventually
allow the identification of broader patterns and trends across history,
and therefore enable scholars eventually to write a more comprehen-
sive history of reading. Their focus was on the first-hand accounts of

1



2 The History of Reading

reading found in letters, diaries, journals, autobiographies, annotations
and marginalia. ‘Anecdotal’ evidence of this kind, as Darnton pointed
out, itself requires interpretation, and is neither transparent nor even
necessarily accurate on the level of fact. Nonetheless, the records left
by real historical readers were and remain our best (perhaps our only)
insight into what Darnton called the ‘whys’ and ‘hows’ of historical
reading: the emotional responses and cognitive processes of readers in
the past.

For some thirty years now, scholars in the field have been collecting
and analysing new kinds of evidence, and considering the insights
this evidence might afford into the practice of reading in history.
This volume collects together eleven chapters which bring to the fore
the question of evidence, focusing on the history of reading in the
British Isles over a period of approximately two hundred years. Many
different kinds of evidence are surveyed and analysed here. Private
lending library record books function as evidence for the dispersal
and reading of books in rural Scotland. Crime advertisements and
court records are utilized to interrogate the links between reading
and action in eighteenth-century London. Biblical commentaries are
considered as evidence of attempts to direct readers towards a par-
ticular kind of reading, as well as, in themselves, evidence of religious
reading practices in Victorian Britain. Letters pages and correspond-
ence class reports reveal the construction of a particular kind of read-
ing community in socialist circles in the 1890s. The often-neglected
category of place is explored in an account of the role of the news
room and the newsagent’s shop in the reading life of nineteenth-
century Preston. Developments in the style, format and content of
newspapers pioneered by Lord Northcliffe in the early twentieth
century are discussed as evidence of how what readers were believed
to want from their reading matter influenced what they were given
to read. Mass Observation surveys are used to show reading patterns
in wartime Britain in the 1940s.

Some chapters use more traditional sources for the history of read-
ing, such as autobiographies, private letters, articles and reviews and
personal diaries. Almost all of the chapters make some use of first-
hand evidence, either to corroborate or contradict evidence found
in other sources. They are all characterized by an explicit or implicit
epistemological agenda, exploring such issues as the reliability of indi-
vidual testimony, the legitimacy of conclusions drawn from statistical
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evidence, the gap between representations of reading and records of
historical practice, and, more broadly, the status and value of different
kinds of evidence. The overall aim of the volume is to consider how
these different kinds of evidence can be used to further our knowledge
of the practice of reading in the past. As Rosalind Crone helpfully
warns us, however, it is sometimes the ‘gaps and silences’ (p. 106) in
the available evidence that speak to us most eloquently, reminding us
that the pursuit of knowledge in this field must take account not only
of the wealth of evidence available to us, but also of the many lacunae
in the historical record.

In addition to the variety of different kinds of evidence discussed, the
chapters deal with a very wide range of readers and the texts that they
read. Readers of almost every socio-economic class, of both genders,
and from significantly different geographical regions, are examined.
A great diversity of texts is considered, with proper attention paid to
texts often considered by traditional literary history to be unimportant,
without influence, or ephemeral, such as newspapers, popular and
penny fiction, and religious tracts. This approach reveals the extent to
which a history of reading differs from traditional literary history in
attempting to discover the texts which were actually read as opposed to
those which were (or are) considered to be of literary importance and
merit. This more reader-focused approach suggests some places where
the map of literary ‘influence’ might need to be redrawn in the light of
the texts which were commonly read and remembered.

Many of the chapters here deal with the complex relationships
between reading habits and the market. They all pay attention to both
the habits and the habitus of readers, demonstrating the ways in which
individual reading is influenced (even sometimes defined) by factors
such as social class, political affiliation, the place of reading, the avail-
ability of books and changes in publishing practices.? As Jonathan Rose
has persuasively argued, books and texts have many and unpredict-
able uses, and this is a theme that frequently reoccurs throughout the
chapters in this book.* The different motivations of readers — pleasure,
escapism, self-improvement, community-building, to name only a
few — are also described and analysed in some detail, and the impor-
tance of communal reading and reading communities emerges clearly
in many chapters.

Part 1 comprises three chapters dealing specifically with the forma-
tion of reading communities. Mark Towsey’s analysis of the borrowing
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records of a small group of castle libraries in the north-east of Scotland
highlights the importance of establishing the availability or otherwise
of both particular books and books in general to individuals or com-
munities. His chapter shows how, in this corner of Scotland at least,
private collections of books were made available to a much larger
number of individual readers than might have been expected. The
Scottish landed gentry discussed here allowed, even encouraged, bor-
rowing from their private collections by a variety of different readers,
from shepherds and factors to neighbouring lairds, with the result
that ‘privy borrowing from private collections expanded the reading
nation dramatically’ (p. 27). This kind of borrowing also encouraged
the formation of informal reading communities who met to read and
discuss books together. In the eighteenth century, the family library
was, as Towsey says, ‘one of the main focuses of genteel sociability in
rural Scotland’ (p. 20). In teasing out the links between the various
families and individuals mentioned in the castles’ borrowing registers,
and by describing the role that reading together played in the lives
of these families and individuals, Towsey reminds us that a history of
reading is often also a history of the other uses to which books can
be put. In this case, he describes the ideological implications of book
exchanges in the reading community cultivated by Elizabeth Rose,
the Lady Laird of Kilravock. They were, he writes, ‘a crucial means
by which the book-lender as moral guardian could help cultivate the
virtuous domesticity that was expected of younger women readers in
her social circle’ (p. 27).

The extent to which books can be put to use in the service of partic-
ular ideologies, and the degree to which readers recognize, yield to, or
resist ideological pressures is also the focus of both Clare Gill’s exami-
nation of socialist reading communities in the 1890s and Michael
Ledger-Lomas’s account of Victorian commentaries on the Bible. Gill’s
chapter discusses the deliberate attempts of left-wing labour lead-
ers to construct an active socialist reading community. Through an
analysis of the letters pages and correspondence class reports of John
Trevor’s periodical, the Labour Prophet, Gill suggests that the periodical
both directed and modelled readers’ responses to socialist texts and
that at least some of its readers welcomed this. The Labour Prophet
deliberately perpetuated a ‘sense of kinship among readers’, and was
‘a truly interactive site where readers, along with editors and writers,
could participate in the formation of [Olive] Schreiner’s reputation
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and the establishment of wider reading patterns within their own
reading community’ (p. 59). The journal also developed a number of
new methods of book distribution, and, through direct buying and
selling arrangements, Gill argues, it ‘effectively fostered a community
of readers by the means of an entire “communication circuit” . . .
which both made use of and bypassed mainstream modes of book
distribution and circulation’ (pp. 58-9). Gill’s discussion, like Towsey’s,
again points us towards a sense of reading as a ‘communal activity’,
here directed towards ‘socialist solidarity’ rather than ‘virtuous domes-
ticity’, but nonetheless an activity devoted to encouraging an agreed
response to shared texts.

Similarly, Michael Ledger-Lomas argues that Victorian commentaries
on Saint Paul’s epistles were designed both to model particular kinds
of reading practices and to manoeuvre readers into certain theological
positions, but suggests that readers were in fact frequently resistant
to the authority claimed by Biblical commentators. ‘Victorian readers
were not left to their own devices in interpreting authoritative texts’
(pp. 43-4), but the very practices of minute scrutiny and exact atten-
tion to the Biblical text that the commentaries demonstrated and
encouraged could lead to alternative interpretations. Female readers,
in particular, resisted the ideological imperatives of conservative male
commentators and produced their own interpretations of Paul’s laws
and recommendations. In this case, we see clearly that a history of
reading must also take account of the history of interpretation.

One of the many uses to which books and reading are put is, of
course, the pursuit of pleasure or gratification. The chapters by Anna
Vaninskaya and Katie Halsey in Part 2 discuss the relationship between
reading and gratification in two historical periods: the late nineteenth
century and the Second World War. Vaninskaya compares the testi-
mony of historical readers of ‘penny dreadfuls’ with the depictions of
such readers in the late-Victorian periodical press. Late-Victorian cul-
tural commentators commonly considered the consumption of ‘penny
dreadfuls’ to be a mindless activity, akin to spiritual and intellectual
self-poisoning on the part of the working classes. They frequently
inveighed against an educational system that taught working-class
children to read, but did not teach them to discriminate between lit-
erary trash and literary treasure. The accounts of the actual readers of
‘penny dreadfuls’, on the other hand, suggest that they in fact tended
to have a much more sophisticated response to these texts, finding
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them pleasurable but forgettable. The readers surveyed by Vaninskaya
often began by reading the ‘beloved “bloods”’ but swiftly moved on
to other, more canonical books (p. 68). Vaninskaya also raises another
important issue that runs through a number of the chapters in the
volume: the relationship between reading practices and the market.
She notes that both publishers and educationalists believed that pro-
viding cheap literature of a more morally uplifting kind would wean
working-class readers off the ‘penny dreadfuls’ and set them on a path
towards reading the classics. Such thinkers, she writes, ‘pinned [their]
hopes primarily on the market’ (p. 73), and relied on a conviction
that enlightened publishing practices would solve the problems of the
British educational system.

Katie Halsey also pays close attention to the economic factors that
affected British subjects’ reading habits during the Second World War.
She discusses the motivations, choices and attitudes towards reading
matter of ‘ordinary’ British readers on the home front, in the context
of the limitations on books and newspapers resulting from wartime
economic, political and social conditions. The evidence used is derived
from the Mass Observation surveys and diaries, individual responses
accumulated in The Reading Experience Database, and the diaries and
oral testimony of a living reader. The collected evidence overwhelm-
ingly suggests a preference for reading fiction and newspapers over
other genres during the war years, and a clear trend towards escapist
reading: ‘light books and escapist stuff’, as one Mass Observation par-
ticipant called it (p. 93). In his chapter, Adrian Bingham similarly iden-
tifies a desire for ‘escapism and excitement’ in newspaper readers of
the same period (p. 147), and this desire is of course also implicit in the
love of ‘penny dreadfuls’ described by Vaninskaya. In all three chap-
ters, readers’ accounts of their escapist reading practices are frequently
characterized by mixed feelings of guilt and pleasure. Gratification in
reading clearly had its costs.

In Part 3, on reading and the press, Rosalind Crone, Andrew Hobbs
and Adrian Bingham discuss newspaper reading practices in three dis-
tinct periods: 1740-1820, 1855-1900 and 1890-1950. While Crone
and Bingham focus on the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of reading, to use Robert
Darnton’s now-famous terms, discussing the relationships between
the content and layout of specific newspapers and how they were
read, Hobbs considers the ‘where’ of the reading experience, describ-
ing and analysing two locations of reading in Preston, Lancashire in
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the late nineteenth century.® Through close analysis of textual evi-
dence from within the newspaper, and testimony from readers found
in court records, Crone’s chapter concentrates on the question of the
extent to which the reading and readership of crime advertisements
placed in the eighteenth-century Public Advertiser can be ascertained.
Although shedding considerable light on the general reading practices
of eighteenth-century Londoners, Crone points out that the two kinds
of evidence for the reading of crime advertisements do not always
match up: ‘for reasons of expense, inconvenience or even potential
criminal prosecution, many readers of crime advertisements may
have wished to erase any evidence of their reading, something that
the victims of crime (or the producers of crime adverts) recognized
and then exploited to their own advantage’ (p. 119). Crone here
sounds a valuable note of caution, warning that the serendipitous
survival of evidence of particular kinds of reading in the historical
records ‘may blind us to more widespread practices’ (p. 119).

Andrew Hobbs'’s chapter is a contribution not only to the history of
reading, but also to what Leah Price and others have called a ‘geog-
raphy of reading’, providing another helpful prompt to historians of
reading in reminding us of the insights afforded by a careful atten-
tion to the location of reading experiences.® Hobbs also makes the
point that ‘the literary roots of the discipline’ have tended to skew
scholarship ‘towards the historical reading of high-status literary texts’
(p- 121), and he calls for a closer attention to ephemeral texts such as
newspapers and periodicals. Emphasis on the reader, rather than the
text, he suggests, reveals new facts about nineteenth-century reading.
This chapter focuses on two locations in which newspapers were read
in nineteenth-century Preston, the news room and the newsagent’s
shop. It also pays close attention to the economics of newspaper-
reading in this period, arguing that Preston’s reading institutions pro-
vided the cheapest access to newspapers and periodicals for its patrons.
Hobbs demonstrates that communal reading rooms flourished at this
period, and that newspapers had a much longer life than has hitherto
been supposed through a ‘recirculation system’ in which newspapers
were frequently sold on. Newspapers, he concludes, ‘were central to
the reading world of a provincial town’ (pp. 124, 135).

Adrian Bingham concurs, suggesting that in the twentieth century,
for ordinary Britons, ‘reading meant, above all, the consumption of
newspapers’ (p. 139). In his chapter, he traces the developments in
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newspaper format and layout pioneered by Alfred Harmsworth (later
Lord Northcliffe) in the Daily Mail. Northcliffe ‘thought deeply about
the actual reading experience of readers, and tried to shape his newspa-
pers around it’ (p. 141), recognizing that many readers lacked the time,
opportunity or concentration to read the newspaper cover-to-cover. In
fact, as Bingham writes, most readers ‘simply grabbed the opportunity
to read when they had a spare moment’ (p. 146). Northcliffe encour-
aged feedback from his readers, and structured his papers according to
what he learned from letters to the editor, survey results and informal
observation. The material investigated in this chapter provides evi-
dence both of people’s attitudes to their newspapers and the news-
papers’ attempts to give the public what it wanted. It thus usefully
illuminates the dynamic two-way relationship between readers and the
market touched on in earlier chapters by Vaninskaya and Gill.

Part 4 contains three studies of autodidacts. Sophie Bankes discu-
sses accounts by the eighteenth-century bookseller James Lackington
of his own reading in the light of his personal religious affiliations and
his professional motivations. Bankes suggests that Lackington’s auto-
biographies present what may be ‘an idealized record of reading expe-
rience’, one designed to inspire new readers (p. 157). She interrogates
the evidence of reading provided by quotations in Lackington’s two
volumes of autobiography, showing how, in certain cases, it is possi-
ble to trace evidence of his reading through the specific typographical
presentation of the quotations included. Misattributions and minor
misquotations also furnish valuable evidence for his use of particular
anthologies and poetical dictionaries. Bankes explores the influence
of Lackington'’s three wives on his separate phases of development as
a reader, and analyses the religious and cultural implications of his
reading choices on his self-presentation as a reader. In Lackington'’s
case, books are put to use to construct a series of personal identities:
first, as a devout and hard-working Methodist; second, as a freethink-
ing intellectual and prosperous bookseller; and lastly, as a repentant
prodigal, who returns to his Methodist beginnings and promotes the
cause of religion again.

As with Lackington, the scientist Henry Head (1861-1940) saw read-
ing as part of a process of self-formation, and, also like Lackington,
Head’s reading life was strongly influenced by his wife. Where
Lackington read predominantly for insight into religious and intellec-
tual matters, however, Head was primarily interested in reading fiction
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for the insights it provided into the mind of man. Stephen Jacyna'’s
account reveals a reader who was, throughout his life, closely attuned
to the psychological and emotional benefits of reading fiction. He
and his wife, Ruth Mayhew, read ‘as much to gain insight into their
own personalities as to analyse the works under discussion’ (p. 179).
Head believed that analytical skills and psychological insights could be
‘honed to a higher degree of perfection through reading authors who
were themselves accomplished “psychologists”” (p. 180). As a neurolo-
gist, Head had a keen professional interest in the working of the mind,
and he judged novels on the basis of how accurately they described
and explained the mental processes of their characters. Jacyna also
suggests that literature played a therapeutic role in Head’s own ‘long
twilight as an invalid’ (p. 186). Case studies of readers such as Head
and Lackington not only provide us with insight into individual read-
ers, but illuminate also the wider uses of reading over a long historical
period as we identify the patterns and themes that emerge from the
analysis of the available evidence.

The final chapter focuses on working-class readers in twentieth-
century Scotland. In a remote corner of eighteenth-century Scotland,
as Mark Towsey shows in the opening chapter, knowledge was dis-
seminated by the efforts of enlightened lairds who lent their books
to a wide variety of readers from different social classes. In the twen-
tieth century, this Enlightenment project bore hybrid fruit, as Linda
Fleming, Alistair McCleery and David Finkelstein argue. They explore
the implications of ‘Scotland’s historical traditions of intellectualism’
for the working-class autodidacts of the twentieth century (p. 189).
Using evidence drawn from an oral history research project, Scottish
Readers Remember, the authors discuss the relationship between work-
ing-class identity and reading practices in the context of the economic
and societal changes in Scotland since the turn of the nineteenth cen-
tury. They present research findings on three major topics — reading,
learning and libraries; reading choices; and the love of reading —
concluding that Scotland differs from the general British experience
described by Jonathan Rose in which love of learning declines among
the working classes in the twentieth century.” They suggest that ‘the
autodidact tradition is not lost in Scotland, but has assumed new
guises’ (p. 200), and that mass culture and the autodidact impulse
do not function in opposition, but in tandem. Working-class Scots
continue to perceive themselves as the proud bearers of a tradition of
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autodidact reading going back to the Scottish Enlightenment, which
is profoundly related to their own class identity.

What can the evidence surveyed, analysed and interpreted in these
chapters, taken cumulatively and as a whole, tell us about the his-
tory of reading in the British Isles from 1750 to 1950? Because of the
nature of the historical record of reading, any conclusions that we
draw must remain tentative and provisional, but the essays collected
in these volumes suggest some fruitful ways in which we might put
this evidence to use, alongside some valuable caveats about doing so.
Above all, as these chapters show, reading the evidence of reading
demands a careful consideration of context — not only what Hans
Robert Jauss called ‘the horizon of expectations’ of the reader, but also
the physical and material conditions surrounding the act of reading.?
It is impossible to ignore the part that reading plays in the complex
process of fashioning an image of the self, but although the activity
of reading is most often now an individual one, we see here that the
communities within which a person reads can have an important
influence on reading matter, opinions of texts, and personal and
intellectual development. And although we may often think of the
relationship between author and reader as a deeply personal one, it
is evident that even the most determined and isolated of autodidacts
is in fact influenced by external factors. The chapters collected in
this volume remind us of the political or ideological imperatives that
governed the reading of different classes, regions and individuals in
the past, and they reveal something of the complicated relationship
between guilt and gratification in the reading of fiction. If the past is
a foreign country, as L. P. Hartley memorably claimed, these chapters,
in interrogating the worth and validity of this evidence of reading
practices, and deploying it to come to their own conclusions, simulta-
neously chart some of the territory of that ‘foreign country’ and mark
out paths for future explorers to follow.?
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‘The Talent Hid in a Napkin’:
Castle Libraries in
Eighteenth-Century Scotland

Mark Towsey

Paul Kaufman argued forcefully in 1969 that library borrowing
records can make a valuable contribution to the history of reading.!
Though such evidence does not usually allow us to access the ‘hows’
and ‘whys’ of individual reading practices and experiences, in Robert
Darnton’s famous phraseology, borrowing records do allow us to get
one step closer to reading encounters in the past.? Rather than rely-
ing on counting titles in library catalogues to estimate the circulation
of books, borrowing records show which books were actually taken
off the shelves, how often, for how long, and, above all, by whom.
Kaufman’s conclusions about what he termed ‘reading vogues’ have
been widely cited by social and cultural historians in the decades
since his work appeared,®> while his work has been expanded in
recent years by a number of scholars exploiting modern database
software to construct much more detailed analyses of borrowing data
than Kaufman was able to execute.* This chapter aims, however, to
introduce evidence of book borrowing from a type of library that
Kaufman himself never discussed in detail, using evidence relating
to a small group of family libraries in north-eastern Scotland to
illuminate the role of inter-personal book lending in the history of
reading.

Although the long eighteenth century can be considered the first
great age of library expansion, with enterprising booksellers, public-
spirited benefactors and eager self-improvers founding book-lending
institutions across the British Isles on a variety of organizational
models, few scholars have considered seriously the more informal
opportunities provided to Georgian readers by ostensibly ‘private’
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family libraries and personal book collections.’ This neglect con-
tinues despite detailed research demonstrating that ‘borrowing was
common’ in earlier periods, with Elizabeth Boucier explaining that
‘even a fairly modest farmer like Adam Eyre lent books, keeping
a record of loans so as to preserve his collection’.® Such evidence
for inter-personal book lending has been seized on by Renaissance
scholars who argue that informal book exchanges not only allowed
extremely rare or prohibitively expensive books to circulate in the
early centuries of print, but served much broader social, cultural and
political purposes in the early modern era.” Most pointedly for British
historians, Kevin Sharpe suggests that ‘scholars interested in the con-
stitution of a public sphere in early modern England will need to
follow carefully the investigations into those “private libraries” that
were semi-public collections, in London and in the province’.?

It has long been assumed that informal lending between friends, rel-
atives, neighbours and associates remained rife in the eighteenth cen-
tury. In his influential account of early modern literacy, Rab Houston
insists that such informal borrowing ‘existed on an extensive and
unquantifiable scale’ from the Renaissance through to the turn of the
nineteenth century.’ Mark Girouard writes that by the 1730s, country
house libraries ‘were no longer the personal equipment of the owner
of the house; they had become the common property of the fam-
ily and his guests’,'° while John Brewer observes that ‘among the
professional classes and minor gentry of provincial towns and rural
villages, there was always a bibliophile or two who would lend out his
books’.!! Indeed, it may well be more appropriate to follow William
Sherman’s lead in talking of ‘privy libraries’ rather than strictly pri-
vate libraries in this period,'? especially as the country house library
came increasingly to be regarded as a public venue explicitly intended
for the reception of guests, to encourage polite sociability and even to
facilitate a degree of chaperoned courtship.!? As the author of a recent
seminal study of The Lending Library in Georgian England observes,
however, it is one thing to acknowledge that ‘privy’ lending occurred
in the eighteenth century but quite another to assess its impact on
the reading nation, since it depended on

essentially private exchanges of books, virtually impossible for
the historian to study systematically. They rested upon personal
intimacy between owner and borrower. And they involved texts,
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often individually or in very small numbers, which belonged to
collections that were neither properly institutionalised in organi-
sation nor operated primarily for the purposes of lending.!*

As both Houston and Allan admit, the problem is largely source-based.
Off the cuff remarks about books borrowed from friends, relatives,
neighbours, colleagues, lovers and employers abound in Georgian
correspondence, diaries and autobiographies. Although this kind of
material readily reinforces our impression that such practices were
widespread, it would be a large task indeed to gather together stray
hints from so-called ‘anecdotal’ sources into a more systematic study
of book borrowing from private libraries.!> After all, few contemporary
memoirists were as perceptive in describing the cultural significance
of inter-personal book lending as the celebrated ‘Highland Lady’,
Elizabeth Grant of Rothiemurchus. She recalled that her father’s ‘books
were a blessing, far and near’ during her childhood at The Doune in
Aviemore, since he ‘thought a library kept for self was only the talent
hid in a napkin, and that any loss or damage, rarely occurring, was to
be balanced against the amount of good distributed’.'

Less subjective evidence that informal borrowing from private
collections was widespread occasionally survives in family papers
relating to the libraries themselves, often in the form of notes explic-
itly giving permission for borrowing. The laird of Grant drafted a
memorandum on 6 December 1765, for instance, that empowered
his clerk ‘to lend out of the Library to any of the Gentlemen of this
Country what books they may want for their amusement’, although
he insisted:

You are to let no one what-ever go into the Library, only let them
tell you the books they want & you will give them out. And as
I would not chuse to have too many out at a time, never give out
above six at once in whole.!”

Grant was no doubt wise in seeking to control readers’ physical access
to his books, since the loss of even a single volume could represent
a considerable loss to the integrity and value of the collection.!®
Elsewhere, it is obvious that the bond of trust that underpinned
‘privy’ borrowing had broken down entirely — giving further proof
that such borrowing was commonplace, even if it was not always
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administered according to best practice. Lists of missing books from
eighteenth-century libraries are a common occurrence in the archival
collections of Scotland’s landed families. More revealingly, desperate
library owners frequently called for the return of books, not having
recorded precisely who had borrowed what. This was clearly the case
when the laird of Monymusk (a noted agricultural improver and
public-spirited man of Enlightenment whose apparent partiality for
‘privy’ lending comes as no surprise) asked for the following printed
circular to be distributed at churches, inns and bookshops across the
region:

Whereas many Books have been borrowed from the library of
Monymusk, and have not been Returned, which renders many
sets incomplete, it is entreated that those possessed of such would
return them immediately to Monymusk house or to the Publisher
of this paper — and if any by accident should appear at sales with
the ffamilys [sic] Arms or Sir Archibald Grants Name in them - beg
that they may be retained or that the family or Publisher may be
acquainted which will be Gratefully acknowledged.!’

No record has yet been traced to indicate Grant’s success in reclaim-
ing books so dishonourably (or absent-mindedly) borrowed from
the Monymusk Library, though a small number of volumes bearing
his bookplate did eventually end up in the collections of Aberdeen
University — including some that reflect his patronage of two more
formal institutions of reading in Georgian Aberdeenshire, the cir-
culating libraries of Alexander Brown and John Burnett.?’ In excep-
tional circumstances, inter-personal book lending does appear to
have been more effectively organized, with formal borrowing regis-
ters constituting the most detailed evidence for how it functioned.
A fragmentary register survives for the Castle Grant Library between
1707 and 1744, for instance, while another survives for the collec-
tion at Glamis Castle between 1740 and 1754.2! More importantly,
complete borrowing registers have been discovered for three castle
libraries in the same region of north-eastern Scotland, belonging to
families of similar social status with overlapping networks of friends
and associates, and covering roughly the same period - namely
the 1760s through to the first decades of the nineteenth century.
For these reasons, the three library ledgers allow us to look more
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systematically at the impact made by ‘privy’ borrowing on one spe-
cific reading community.

The most immaculate borrowing register survives for the library at
Craigston Castle, about forty miles north of Aberdeen near the small
town of Turriff. The library was kept in the traditional location for
Scottish castles, in a small gallery right at the top of the castle. In spite
of its relative inaccessibility and apparent marginality to the core social
functions of the household, the surviving ledger shows that the library
was relatively well used, with around 700 loans in all between 1768
and 1829 — most densely concentrated in the last two decades of the
eighteenth century.?? The other two libraries were located at Brodie
Castle near Nairn, now in the hands of the National Trust for Scotland,
and Ballindalloch Castle on Speyside. As was increasingly the case in
Scottish country houses of the time, both collections were afforded
pride of place within the principal apartments, reflecting Robert
Adam’s advice that:

In the Country there ought to be another room upon the principal
floor which I call a loitering room and it ought to be a library and
large. There people spend their time with pleasure who neither
like to drink or be with the Ladies. There they may take up one
book and then another and read a page of each; others may like
the children look at a picture book or read the title page and after-
wards with importance talk of the book and the goodness of the
ad[d]ition.23

Adam’s insinuation that books constituted a form of diverting wall-
paper in the polite reformulation of country house libraries receives
ready endorsement in the record of book use at Brodie and Ballindaloch
Castles, with the two more elegant ‘drawing-room’ libraries loaning
books much less frequently than the Craigston Library. Just 145 loans
were recorded in the Ballindalloch ledger between summer 1797 and
winter 1820, and though the condition of the Brodie ledger does not
allow us to quantify loans with such accuracy, around 300 loans were
made over forty years from 1780.2* These are, of course, disappoint-
ingly low totals, particularly in comparison with other types of library
in Scotland for which we have borrowing registers — most famously,
the Innerpeffray Library in Perthshire, which registered 1,483 loans
between 1747 and 1800.2° Although the low totals may be explained
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by the intense seasonality of ‘privy’ borrowing (necessitated, one
suspects, by the fact that the library owners themselves spent large
parts of the year away from their country estates), they immediately
reflect the relative informality of book exchanges, even when official
records were kept. Indeed, since none of the families appear to have
employed a specialist librarian to manage their collections, there is no
guarantee that the ledgers record every book that was ever borrowed
from them.?¢

Nevertheless, the ledgers do provide some sparkling insights into
informal book borrowing — not least in the broad range of individuals
who were borrowing books from these families. Above all, the bor-
rowing registers confirm that the family library was one of the main
focuses of genteel sociability in rural Scotland, with ‘privy’ borrowing
readily extending to other neighbouring families. The Urquhart lairds
of Craigston Castle lent books to many of the major landed families
in Aberdeenshire, including representatives of the Fergusons of
Kinmudie, the Frasers of Philorth, the Gordons of Fyvie, the Menzies
of Pitfoddles, the Ogilvies of Auchiries and the Turners of Turnerhall.
The Brodie Castle register features an even more bewildering range
of lairdly families, reflecting the greater prestige of the Brodie family:
borrowers included the Gordon Cummings baronets of Altyre; the
Rose lairds of Kilravock; the Brander lairds of Pitgavney; Sir Thomas
Dick Lauder, baronet and novelist of Relugas; William McIntosh Esq.
of Millbank, near Nairn; Lewis Brodie Dunbar of Lethen and Burgie;
Alexander Falconar, laird of Blackhills; Sir James Dunbar of Boath;
Norman McLeod of Dalvey; and the Russell family of Earlsmill. Three
of these families, the Brodies of Lethen and Burgie, the Gordon
Cummings of Altyre and the Lauders of Relugas, also borrowed books
from the Ballindalloch Castle library in the early nineteenth century,
as did a later laird of Monymusk. Clearly, books were one of the ways
by which such individuals and families in this isolated, necessarily
tight knit, though geographically-diffuse community, engaged with
each other, allowing them to impress neighbours with their impec-
cable taste, as well as providing ample materials on which to base
their polite conversation and sociable interaction.?’

That seems to have been particularly the case for gentlewomen in
provincial Scotland, despite Adam’s confidence in the inherent mascu-
linity of the country house library.?® The Brodie sisters of Lethen, the
Russell sisters of Earlsmill and Elizabeth Rose of Kilravock all used the
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Brodie Library in the 1780s and 1790s, almost certainly on the invita-
tion of young women in the Brodie household. They were joined in
using that library by at least ten other ladies, even though the dan-
gers inherent in female reading had been shockingly illustrated by
the fatal accident that befell Lady Margaret Brodie in February 1786,
burned alive at Brodie as she read a volume of Dodd’s Works by fire-
light after the household had retired.?° Female borrowers accounted
for around a third of all registered loans from the Craigston Library,
with Mary Urquhart perhaps inviting them to Craigston in part to use
the library, initiating an informal reading club for likeminded genteel
ladies in the area between Turriff, Banff and Peterhead. This certainly
seems the implication of the extensive book exchange networks cul-
tivated by the lady laird of Kilravock, Elizabeth Rose, who not only
borrowed books from many other landed families in the area (includ-
ing from the libraries at Castle Grant, Altyre and Lethen) but also
regularly lent her own books to friends and neighbours, especially
the Brodie sisters of Brodie Castle, the Brodie sisters of Lethen, Helen
Dunbar of Boath and the Russell sisters of Earlsmill. Indeed, as we
shall see, Elizabeth’s book-lending strategy served to disseminate her
own highly moralistic reading strategies, picking out books to send to
friends that served explicitly pedagogical purposes.3°

As the generosity displayed to daughters of the estate factor James
Russell of Earlsmill by neighbouring landed families makes clear, bor-
rowing from private libraries was not confined to the landed classes
in provincial Scotland. In fact, benevolent landed families could also
extend their largesse to members of the professional classes and even
further down the social scale. The advocate John Erskine of Cambus
lent books kept at his Edinburgh townhouse to Charles Hope, advo-
cate and future Lord Granton, Lord Napier, soon to win celebrity as
an army officer, and William Greenfield, a future Moderate minister
and ultimately Hugh Blair’s hapless successor at the University of
Edinburgh.3! In the north east, the Brodies lent books to physicians,
surgeons and lawyers from nearby Nairn, Elgin and Inverness, enjoy-
ing particularly close links with medical men charged with the care of
the army garrison at Fort George, not to mention many of the offic-
ers stationed there. Church of Scotland ministers were equally wel-
come to borrow books from Brodie Castle, as they were at Craigston,
with the Revd Alexander Rose of Auchterless and the Revd Robert
Duff of King Edward’s being particularly frequent visitors. Another
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minister, the Revd Andrew Skene of Banff was joined in using the
Craigston library by his daughter (who borrowed Ossian’s Poems in
1788), while the two ‘Misses Abernethies’ (daughters of a physician
from Banff) were regular borrowers in the 1790s — evidently granted
ready admission to Mary Urquhart’s reading circle despite their rela-
tively humble origins.

The lairds of Ballindalloch went even further to ameliorate the
scarcity of books in the wilds of north-eastern Scotland, habitually
sending books to clergymen in relatively isolated Speyside parishes for
the winter. For instance, the Revd John Grant of Elgin was sent the
complete Biographica Britannica for the winter of 1802, while the Revd
William Spence received Don Quixote, MacLaurin’s Account of Newton
and Campbell’s Lives of the Admirals in a packet of books dispatched to
his parish of Inveravon for the season in November 1801. Spence then
requested Gil Blas, Sir Charles Grandison, Clarissa and Tom Jones the
following winter, while his successor received Robertson’s Charles V
and three historical works by James ‘Ossian’ Macpherson from
Ballindalloch Castle in October 1815. Such was their commitment to
the local presbytery, that the widow of William Peterkin, minister of
Elgin, was still receiving books from the lairds of Ballindalloch twenty
years after her husband’s death.

Though there is little evidence that the families at Brodie,
Craigston or Ballindalloch lent books beyond the landed and profes-
sional elites — except to gardeners and other workers on their own
estates — others in late eighteenth-century Scotland did allow their
books to circulate further down the social scale. Thomas Crawford,
baronet of Cartsburn, lent books to the usual motley collection of
magistrates, clergymen, writers and physicians in nearby Greenock,
but he was also happy to share them with more lowly members of
the community such as John Wilson, a schoolmaster who borrowed
Innes’s Critical Essay in 1773, the carpenter Archibald Lang, the wig-
maker James Stewart and the barber John McLeod.3? Indeed, ‘privy’
borrowing was often a major source of books for the underprivileged
who could not otherwise afford them in rural Scotland. The Lochend
poet and shepherd Alexander Bethune enthused that ‘after it became
known that we were readers, the whole of our acquaintances, far and
near, and even some people whom we could hardly number as such,
appeared eager to lend us books’.33 In his well-known Literary History
of Galloway (1822), Thomas Murray recalled his reliance on ‘privy’
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borrowing to make his early entrance in the literature of the Scottish
Enlightenment when a student in the Stewartry of Kirkcudbright:

My schoolfellow, George Mure, had lent me, in 1791, an edition of
Ossian’s Fingal, which is in many passages a sublime and pathetic
performance. I copied Fingal, as the book was lent only for a few
days, and carried the MS about with me . . . In spring 1794, I got a
reading of Blair’s Lectures. The book was lent by Mr. Strang, a Relief
clergyman, to William Hume, and sublent to me.3*

Both Murray and Bethune evidently attracted book loans because they
were well known to be avid readers, but such practices often facili-
tated a reader’s first encounter with books of any kind. The son of
John Forrest, a Forfarshire artisan, first became a reader when ‘an old
shoemaker in Trottick lent me Robinson Crusoe and Roderick Random’,
although he recalled with touching naivety that he was ‘grievously
disappointed when I afterwards learned that they were both creations
of imaginative genius’.3> More famously, the ‘Ettrick Shepherd’ James
Hogg was given freedom to roam his landlord’s ‘considerable library’,
‘but better than any booklore was the intimacy he formed with his
master’s son, who directed his studies, criticised his rude literary
attempts’ and became a lifelong companion in reading.3¢

Hogg’s example reveals that informal book borrowing could ulti-
mately lead to the formation of discrete reading communities, the
books at stake often becoming the subject of shared tastes, strategies
and priorities rather than simply the object of pragmatic necessity.
Nevertheless, ‘privy’ borrowing often meant simply the loan of spe-
cialist material to professional researchers. George III led the way in
this regard, his impressive bibliophilia underpinned by the desire to
stimulate the improvement of learning in the country at large. From
the outset, the royal library was made available for the use of schol-
ars, with the king’s librarian, Frederick Augusta Barnard, boasting
that it encompassed ‘all the Learning and Wisdom which the mind
of man has hitherto communicated to the world’.” Many noble
collectors rushed to emulate their sovereign’s benevolence, with the
Duke of Roxburghe making his celebrated library at Floors open to
‘bona fide scholars’. Joseph Ritson and Sir Walter Scott were both
well qualified and made full use of the extensive collection in their
researches into Scottish Border ballads.?®
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On a less exalted level, private libraries proved particularly valuable
to the wider professional community in providing access to scientific
and medical literature. George Sinclair, a surgeon newly arrived in
Thurso, borrowed six anatomical books from his kinsman William
Sinclair Esq. of Lochend on 12 April 1794, while medical men who vis-
ited Brodie Castle borrowed such works as the Edinburgh Medical Essays
and Duncan’s Medical Commentaries.>® George Ridpath, a clergyman in
the Scottish borders, borrowed Cleghorn’s Epidemical Diseases from a
surgeon in Kelso, while he sourced agricultural manuals like Home's
Principles of Agriculture and Vegetation and Miller’s Gardeners’ and Florists’
Dictionary from neighbouring landowners.*® A member of the farming
Pierson family of Balmadies in Angus sublet a series of works on agricul-
tural improvement ‘from Mr Brown which belong to David Cowper’,*!
while William Dick, presumably a tenant farmer living in or around
Blairgowrie in Perthshire, thanked General Mcintyre for the loan of an
unnamed book of the same persuasion — ‘I hope to improve by it in
the farming way’.*> The Urquharts of Craigston were also happy to lend
out books like Anderson’s Essays on Agriculture and Dickson’s Treatise
on Agriculture to local workers, including John Marr, an estate worker
from nearby Turriff, and Alexander Reid, the Craigston gardener,
while Monymusk - ever the benevolent improver — queried whether
some books missing from his collection in 1759 (including Miller’s
Dictionary) had been lent to the head gardener, William Lunny.*3

Importantly for the contemporary impact of the Scottish Enlight-
enment, ‘privy’ borrowing seemingly secured a much broader reader-
ship for technical works of philosophy and history that were not as
widely available as bestselling books like Hume’s History of England,
Smith’s The Wealth of Nations or the works of Hugh Blair.** The Revd
Ridpath was again typical in this regard borrowing rare, ephemeral
or prohibitively expensive works like Ferguson’s attributed History of
Peg, Fordyce’s Dialogues Concerning Education and Logan’s Treatise on
Government from friends in Edinburgh and neighbouring Roxburghshire
landowners.*> Robert Innes of Leuchars, who would no doubt have
owned his own library, borrowed Millar’s English Constitution from
Brodie Castle, while Ferguson'’s Essay and History of the Roman Republic
were both borrowed by various interested parties. At Craigston,
Ferguson'’s Essay was borrowed three times as was Montesquieu’s Spirit
of the Laws, while much rarer material like Lord Hailes’s Memorials and
Letters and Steuart’s Principles of Political Oeconomy were also loaned
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out. Three local clergymen borrowed Ballindaloch’s richly bound,
quarto edition of Colin Maclaurin’s popularization of Newton, which
presumably had proved beyond their own purchasing power. Even in
the ‘Athens of the North’, works that are generally considered impor-
tant components of the Scottish Enlightenment were borrowed from
private book collectors presumably because they were not readily
available elsewhere. Thus Ferguson’s Essay on the History of Civil Society,
Millar’s Distinction of Ranks, Hutcheson’s Essay and Inquiry and Lord
Monboddo’s Origin and Progress of Language were all amongst the more
technical works lent out by Erskine of Cambus, achieving a much
wider circulation than they would have done otherwise. At the same
time, ‘privy’ borrowing records also reflect the sheer popularity of the
polite history and moral philosophy of the Scottish Enlightenment,
with Hume, Robertson, Beattie, Blair and Kames flying off the shelves
at Craigston, Brodie and Ballindalloch. Indeed, such practices also
allowed provincial book owners to make their own contribution to the
dissemination of Enlightenment, with the Revd David Cruden of Nigg
lending out his own copies of Robertson, Reid, Beattie and Campbell
to fellow ministers and professionals in and around Aberdeen.*°

If private libraries therefore cast light on the social penetration of
books associated with agricultural improvement and the Scottish
Enlightenment,*’ they also inform recent debates surrounding the
reading of women in Britain.*® Some Scotswomen did indeed borrow
the stereotypical fare — not least the widow Peterkin, who borrowed
Sir Charles Grandison and Roderick Random from Ballindalloch — but
by and large, the private borrowing records corroborate Jan Fergus’s
contention that men rather than women were the main consumers
of novels.* Though they could always have acquired novels by other
means, Mary Urquhart and her friends borrowed a much broader
range of literature from Craigston than the contemporary stereotype
would allow, including some of the more challenging works of the
Enlightenment — such as Smith’s Wealth of Nations, Ferguson’s Essay
on the History of Civil Society, Buffon’s Natural History and works by
Rousseau, Voltaire, Hume, Montesquieu and Robertson. Travel books by
the likes of John Moore, Thomas Pennant and Tobias Smollett probably
served to broaden their intellectual horizons, while they also borrowed
conduct books explicitly written for the guidance of young women
by the likes of Lady Sarah Pennington, Hester Chapone, Elizabeth
Hamilton and Lord Kames. Most intriguingly, Elizabeth Hamilton's
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remarkable biography of Agrippina was borrowed by groups of ladies at
both Craigston and Brodie, an intriguing endorsement for an unusual
work that not only reinforced the idea that the classics — and history
in general — were an acceptable part of a female domestic education,
but that also argued that women’s domestic virtue could be ‘explicitly
political and patriotic’ in protecting Britain from the moral dangers of
imperial overreach.*°

Inter-personal book lending had unmistakably ideological impli-
cations for the younger members of Elizabeth Rose’s reading group.
Amongst the very many books Elizabeth lent her closest friends the
Russell sisters of Earlsmill in the 1770s and 1780s are many of the
most influential educational manuals of the eighteenth century,
including Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women (‘1 have dotted with my
pencil the passages I liked’), Fontenelle’s ‘admired’ Plurality of Worlds
and Bolingbroke’s Letters on the Study and Use of History (‘the last letter
of vol 1%t would be useful to you as the book is mine you can have
it when you like’). But it is in Elizabeth’s protracted commentary on
Rousseau’s Emile that her self-imposed role in fostering the Russell
girls’ moral education comes most to the fore. She acknowledges the
book’s well-known shortcomings (‘there is really very queer things . . .
I hardly know if I should send it you, & yet it contains as far as I have
gone some admirable strokes’), advising firmly that this was a book
that ‘ought not to migrate beyond the little back room’. She also
informs the girls that there are parts of the book that will not interest
them, including passages on ‘travelling & government’ which are ‘very
good I believe — but neither of ‘em much our concern’. Despite these
reservations, Elizabeth felt obliged to send Emile to Earlsmill, happy in
the knowledge that she had sufficiently prepared the sisters for the pit-
falls awaiting them in one of the most controversial books of the age:

What relates to Sophia’s Education is so much adapted for your
improvement & the prescription of the lovers in many parts so
pathetic & so suited to your tastes that I can’t resist sending you
the book. Tho’ remember I am led to do this from a desire of your
being acquainted with its beauties, not from an approbation of
the whole. I wish I had time & genius to sift it for your sakes, in
several parts of his description of Sophia I thought on you - the
neatness of her person, her extreme temperance, her sempulous
cleanliness etc put me in my mind of the Earlsmill Taties whom
I must now leave. Mama is stirring & breakfast near ready.>!
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It may not be entirely coincidental that inter-personal book lend-
ing is better documented for the north-east of Scotland than for
any other part of eighteenth-century Scotland. Formal book-lending
institutions arrived late in northern Scotland, so the genteel and
professional readers who borrowed books from Craigston, Brodie
and Ballindalloch may have had trouble accessing them elsewhere.
Nevertheless, this chapter has presented some of the potentialities
of this kind of evidence for the wider history of reading. As we have
seen, books in private hands often reached many individual read-
ers. ‘Privy’ borrowing from private collections expanded the reading
nation dramatically, allowing rare and prohibitively expensive books
to circulate much more extensively than would have been the case if
they had been hoarded jealously by book collectors. In the reading
encounters they facilitated, and perhaps too in the opportunities they
no doubt provided for the sociable discussion of books, country house
libraries played a vital part in the broader reading community until
well into the nineteenth century. More importantly, inter-personal
book lending often had serious cultural and intellectual implications
for those involved. For the reading community cultivated by Elizabeth
Rose, book exchanges reinforced shared reading priorities, becoming
a crucial means by which the book-lender as moral guardian could
help cultivate the virtuous domesticity that was expected of younger
women readers in her social circle. This was certainly Elizabeth’s
hope as she lay awake one evening imagining the girls at Earlsmill
poring over her latest recommendation: ‘“With Pleasure indeed would
I “teach my lovely pupil all I know”. At this hour, this day, tonight,
perhaps she’ll be receiving a lesson from her own El: Rose.’>?
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Caroline and Paul: Biblical
Commentaries as Evidence of
Reading in Victorian Britain

Michael Ledger-Lomas

In Charlotte Bronté’s Shirley (1849), a novel much concerned with
radically opposed readings of shared texts, the vicar’s niece Caroline
Helstone falls into an argument with the overseer, Joe Scott, about
the meaning of Saint Paul’s epistles.! Joe justifies his bluntly dismiss-
ive view of women and their abilities with a hardnosed but orthodox
reading of the first epistle to Timothy. ‘Let the woman learn in silence
with all subjection’, it runs. ‘But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor
to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence. For Adam was
first formed, then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the woman
being deceived was in the transgression. Notwithstanding she shall
be saved in childbearing, if they continue in faith and charity and
holiness with sobriety.”” Woman succumbed first to temptation and
is thus reduced to a subordinate position by the fall of mankind.
Caroline and her friend Shirley need to unpick Joe’s view of Paul
to challenge his views effectively. Whereas Shirley openly ridicules
the creation myth of Genesis and Paul’s inferences from it, Caroline
adopts a softer but more ingenious line. Paul has probably been
‘wrongly translated, perhaps misapprehended altogether’. Far from
commanding women to be silent and humble at all times, what he
really meant was that they should speak out whenever they felt like
making an objection.?

This short exchange exposes a tension at the heart of nineteenth-
century Protestantism. British Protestants constantly reiterated that
reading the Bible was both a right and a duty: such was the Bible’s
authority that proof texts like that from the epistle to Timothy
played a consequential part in justifying institutions and in settling

32
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the boundaries of race and gender.* Yet it was one thing to cite these
texts, another to agree on their meaning. Joe was overly sanguine
in claiming that the epistle ‘is very plain, Miss; he that runs may
read’. The inherent difficulty of settling the meaning of opaque
texts was exacerbated by the hermeneutic freedom of Protestantism.
This chapter therefore investigates structures that guided nineteenth-
century readers of the Bible in the exercise of their private judgement
and that adjudicated debates like the one between Caroline and Joe.
We know a great deal about the entrepreneurial zest with which British
and American Bible societies distributed millions on millions of Bibles
throughout the nineteenth century.®> We are less well informed about
what governed the reading of those Bibles: the books that guided
the reception of the Book.® Although there are fine-grained studies
of the creative reading of the Scriptures by Bronté and other writers,
they often multiply possible interpretations rather than sketching the
contours between which most of them fell.” There is, though, much
evidence about how authority figures tried to determine responses to
the Bible, in the form of published commentaries on it. Published as
comprehensive exegesis of every word of the Bible, as individual vol-
umes on its particular books or as marginal notes in family Bibles, com-
mentaries preserve in aspic the interpretations that lay readers ought to
follow. Neither narrowly homiletic nor purely scholarly, they combine
dutiful attempts to recover the original meaning of scriptural terms
with blunt recommendations for their application. As one commenta-
tor wrote of his decision to mix his ‘critical’ and ‘practical’ remarks,
there was no point ‘retaining all the salt on your plate until the rest of
the food is eaten’.®

After sketching this market and its importance, this chapter explains
what commentaries tell us about efforts to shape Victorian reading
and Victorian religion. It concentrates on what commentaries said
about a quiver of verses from the epistles of Saint Paul: Caroline and
Joe’s proof text from the first epistle to Timothy and related verses
from the first epistle to the Corinthians and from the epistle to the
Ephesians. These texts constituted an obstacle and a resource for
evangelical feminists seeking religious and scriptural justification for
their activity in the churches and the public square.’ Their campaign
was partly a form of scriptural commentary: it involved extensive
use of commentaries and in turn provoked ripostes from the writers
of commentaries. This chapter therefore proposes commentaries as
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evidence of how the most important single text in Victorian Britain
was read but also sketches the ways in which commentaries them-
selves were read.

The evangelical revival put a new premium on the need not just to
read scripture devoutly but to read it correctly and thoroughly. The
Bible rewarded intensive attention in an age of extensive reading
because it contained a doctrinal system of sin, atonement and justi-
fication by faith without which there could be no salvation. ‘Would
a condemned criminal think the message of his pardon dull?’ Thus
Edward Bickersteth (1786-1850) scolded those who yawned over
their Bibles.!® For evangelicals, the reading of the Bible was not an
accessory to religion but the practice of religion itself, and fraught
with ethical consequences. Bickersteth’s guide to the art of reading
scripture contained prayers to be said before and after every reading.
If believers succeeded in internalizing the right message from Paul’s
writings, they would become ‘living epistles, known and read of all
men’ .11 Evangelical advocacy made Bible reading not just a private but
a domestic activity. Bickersteth’s son Edward Henry hoped that fathers
buying his 1864 commentary would go through the whole of the New
Testament during a year of daily prayer, that ‘golden girdle of home
life’.1? Paterfamilias needed at least to dip into such works, because he
was tasked with securing ‘domestic happiness’ by placing the Bible
at the centre of his family — not just reading it daily but leading his
dependents away from fanciful constructions of its meaning.!3> Most of
the commentaries this chapter surveys therefore involve men assisting
men in hammering the Bible’s message into an endorsement of their
authority. This source bias invites two provisos. Firstly, there were
female writers on scripture who found the commentary genre pecu-
liarly suitable for circumventing the bar on women doing theology,
and a chapter that concentrated on them might yield somewhat dif-
ferent results.!* Secondly, while commentators could counsel readers
they could not dictate how their works were used. For every exemplary
reader such as Mrs Thornley Smith, a Methodist minister’s wife, class-
leader — and devout fan of Charlotte Bronté — who diligently copied
out nine volumes of notes from commentaries under her husband'’s
approving eye, there was a Harriet Martineau, whose rummaging of
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‘all commentaries . . . that I could lay my hands on’ led her into noto-
rious heterodoxy.!®

Although demand for commentaries flourished in an evangeli-
cal climate, there was nothing new about the support they offered
to devotional reading. A striking feature of the nineteenth-century
market was the enduring appeal of old and familiar commentaries.
The appetite for Christian classics even kept up a market for Calvin’s
commentaries, which were issued by the Calvin Translation Society.
Until late in the century, Victorians read and extolled the gigantic
commentaries of Matthew Henry (1662-1714) and Philip Doddridge
(1702-51) and commentaries produced just before their own day by
Thomas Scott (1747-1821) and Adam Clarke (1767-1832).1¢ Sometimes
excerpts from these works were wedged into the margins of fam-
ily Bibles but they were often republished in their own right, the
bewigged heads of their authors staring gravely out from their front-
ispiece portraits. Editors savoured their notes not so much for their
ageing scholarship as for their homely wisdom. John Eadie cherished
in Henry’s commentary the ‘maxims so happily phrased as to merit
the currency of proverbs’ and its ‘deep and exquisite pathos — its racy
humour - its pungent and powerful appeals — its homely and unaf-
fected imagery - its quaint and striking allusions - its pervading prac-
tical applications - its terse and sententious epigrams — its wondrous
insight into the working of human nature and passion’.!”

Not only did older commentaries survive, but the act of producing a
commentary encouraged the accretion of past readings. Commentators
gloried in being derivative, listing in their prefaces the predecessors
that had guided them as a way of establishing their own credit with
the reader. Before giving their interpretation of a text, they commonly
offered a rummage bag of previous readings, ranging back perhaps to
Origen or John Chrysostom. To look at a page from a commentary or
annotated Victorian Bible, in which a few lines of Scripture bob on an
ocean of scholarly prose, is to see at a glance how private judgement
could be trammelled by the history of interpretation. Commentators
drew readers into the bewildering game of citing and testing the con-
jectures of their contemporaries and predecessors. Readers could easily
get lost in the venerable but creaking house of exegesis — like Elizabeth
Barrett, who in June 1831 exploded against Chrysostom’s commen-
tary on Ephesians: ‘such a monotony & emptiness!’'® Commentators
thus recognized the risk of losing sight of scripture. Bickersteth senior
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warned readers ‘to be not a slave to’ commentaries, even while he
recommended some. They should always begin devotional reading by
mulling over a text before joining the fray about its meaning.!® Some
editors of Bibles sloughed off the columns of distracting references to
Scott and Henry, Locke and Chrysostom, in favour of wide margins
and very rudimentary notes. Yet commentary was a resource as well as
a distraction. It was by harvesting the past’s interpretations that female
readers for instance often found the means to challenge the bleak con-
struction that male writers of the present put on Paul’s assessment of
their rights and abilities.

The majority of early and mid-nineteenth century commentaries
would have backed Joe against Caroline. Paul had put a ‘positive,
explicit, and universal ban’ on women speaking in church and on
speaking up for themselves at all, reflecting the divinely ordained
subjection of women to men. ‘What a sweet course has the Lord
marked out for females’, trilled Bickersteth’s Family Exposition on the
epistle to Timothy. Men were to enjoy headship over women, while
women were to be ‘cherished and protected’. Paul could even be
read as suggesting that women had all the more reason to keep silent
when they knew that men were in the wrong. Bickersteth and other
evangelical commentators, not least his son Edward Henry, encour-
aged readers to follow the epistle to Timothy in grounding Paul’s
injunction of women’s silence in both home and church squarely in
the creation story of Genesis. Not only did this establish women's
subjection as an intrinsic part of God’s design, but it helped defend
that creation story as literal fact. Paul’s apostolic inspiration and the
infallibility of the Old Testament must stand or fall together.?°
Neither evangelical nor high church commentators could counte-
nance the idea of a Paul in contradiction with himself: his pronounce-
ments added up to a harmonious, authoritative statement of how
Christians should live their lives. Christopher Wordsworth’s com-
mentary on the New Testament maintained that the epistles ‘written
by his instrumentality were given by inspiration of God'. Paul was the
‘great apostolic Architect’ and his epistles were not ‘mere disjointed
essays . . . thrown out extemporaneously on the spur of the moment’
but were ‘designed by the Holy Spirit of God to bear a reciprocal
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relation to one another’.?! Yet commentators had to demonstrate this
and not just assert it, by steering readers from passage to matching
passage and pre-empting objections that Paul’s commandments could
not always be reconciled. One of the passages in Paul that remains
crucial to this day in discussions of Christianity’s teaching on women
was also one of the most difficult for Victorian commentators. Verses
in the eleventh chapter of the first epistle to the Corinthians not only
apparently contradict the epistle to Timothy’s absolute injunction of
female silence, but also seem to be at variance with Paul’s teaching
later in the same epistle. Before launching into a complex discus-
sion of the need for women to wear head coverings, Paul wrote that
‘every woman that prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered
dishonoureth her head: for that is even all one as if she were shaven’
(1 Cor. 11:5). This verse, which seemed to envisage, perhaps even
endorse, women praying and prophesying, seemed to contradict not
only the epistle to Timothy but Paul’s own words later in the epistle.
In the fourteenth chapter he wrote: ‘Let your women keep silence in
the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak; but they are
commanded to be under obedience as also saith the law. And if they
will learn any thing, let them ask their husbands at home: for it is a
shame for women to speak in the church’ (1 Cor. 14:34, 35).
Conservative evangelicals such as Bickersteth appealed to earlier
authorities such as Calvin and Doddridge in an attempt to massage
these contradictions into a consistent demand for women to pipe down
in church. ‘It was Paul’s manner to attend to one thing at a time’, wrote
the American Charles Hodge, a moderate Calvinist. In the eleventh
chapter of Corinthians, he had concentrated on dealing with immedi-
ate and flagrant breaches of female modesty. Later on, he could turn
to enforcing the fundamental principle that women ought to remain
altogether silent in church.?? This brusquely authoritarian welding
together of chapters eleven and fourteen recurred throughout the
century and was particularly evident in commentaries written in a
Calvinist tradition.?® Other commentators favoured convoluted solu-
tions of the contradiction. The very widely read American commenta-
tor Albert Barnes (1798-1870) argued that the violations of the law of
female silence described in Corinthians chapter eleven took place only
due to charismatic gifts that had long disappeared and so formed no
precedent for the normal practice of the church.?* Another tactic was
to maintain that public breaches of decorum had never taken place at
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all. The female prophesying mentioned here and elsewhere in the New
Testament (Acts 21:9) had probably taken place in private assemblies
strictly reserved to women.?’

These commentators might have reduced Paul’s words to an ideol-
ogy of separate spheres, but those who wished to challenge these inter-
pretations could draw on the concessions made to women's agency by
earlier and more authoritative commentators. For John Locke in the
early eighteenth century and the Wesleyan Adam Clarke (1762-1832),
Corinthians eleven plainly had permitted gifted women to prophesy
because it laid down prescriptions for how they should dress when
doing so. Clarke’s interpretation was especially generous. He argued
that when Paul spoke of women prophesying, he referred not only to
isolated ecstatic utterances but to everything that now went for teach-
ing and prophesying. For Clarke, the injunction of Corinthians four-
teen that women should ‘keep silence in the churches’ did not negate
these earlier words but just modified them. Paul was not demanding
absolute silence from women in the church but was just repeating the
ban that prevented them from asking questions, quibbling — ‘and what
we call dictating’ — in the synagogues that were a model for the first
Christian assemblies.?°

These were not idle distinctions. Clarke belonged to a Methodist
movement, many of whose members thought that female preach-
ing was integral to the apostolic Christianity that they sought to
revive.?” The prestige of Clarke’s commentary on the Bible has been
implicated in the collapse of Methodism’s hermeneutical creativity,
elevating as it seemed to do male erudition over female inspiration
as a qualification for expounding scripture.?® Yet Clarke’s judgements
on the epistles were gratefully kept current by women who wanted
to preach in the present.?® Female preachers in early Methodism and
among Quakers had constructed many different scriptural justifica-
tions for their inspired speech, justifications that were revived fol-
lowing the 1859 preaching tour of the American revivalist Phoebe
Palmer (1807-74). Clarke was important to Palmer and the English
women who followed in her wake because they wished to make a
case for female preaching that did not dispute biblical inerrancy.3°
Palmer did not challenge the idea that the Bible enjoined female
submission, but only made the more limited case that it was com-
patible with the dispensation that made female preaching possible.
Catherine Booth, the founder of the Salvation Army, was more
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forceful in setting out the public as well as the religious role of
women, freely quoting Clarke as she did so. Yet even her Salvation
Army enforced the injunctions of the epistle to Timothy against
wearing gaudy feminine apparel. Almost the only instance in which
they would contradict the letter of the New Testament was in using
unfermented wine in teetotal communion ceremonies.3!

The debate on female preaching was not the only one to be fought
out within the medium of devout commentary. The commentaries
also illustrate an even thornier debate about how Paul’s broader
doctrine on the status of women could be explained and therefore
justified in a way that made sense to nineteenth-century people.
Feminists often accepted the idea that Paul’s epistles were inter-
nally consistent, while criticizing prejudiced men for ‘darken[ing]
the text by the multitude of words’.3> Commentators would have
agreed with Caroline Helstone that in reading these epistles it was
important to remember that they were written for a ‘particular
congregation of Christians under particular circumstances’ and
that they needed to be carefully translated into modern terms.
Yet the difficulties of doing so became more and more apparent
as commentators reflected on the strangeness of the intellectual
background revealed in Paul’s epistles. The most puzzling passage
of all for commentators was undoubtedly the eleventh chapter of
the first epistle to the Corinthians, which put forward a highly
involved argument about why women'’s heads ought to be covered.
According to Paul, a man does not have to cover his head because
‘he is the image and glory of God’. The case is different for women,
because

the woman is the glory of the man. For the man is not of the
woman: but the woman of the man. Neither was the man created
for the woman; but the woman for the man. For this cause ought
the woman to have power on her head because of the angels. . . .
Judge in yourselves: is it comely that a woman pray unto God
uncovered? Doth not even nature itself teach you, that, if a man
have long hair, it is a shame unto him? But if a woman have long
hair, it is a glory to her: for her hair is given her for a covering.
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For commentators, this and other passages in Paul’s epistles raised numer-
ous questions of detail and principle. What was the ‘power’ woman was
to wear on her head and why should the ‘angels’ be involved? In broader
terms, what should readers in the Victorian age regard as the true basis
for Paul’s injunction of female modesty: the will of God, the whims of
the angels, or the facts of nature implicit in his discussion of women'’s
hair?

Commentators understood that Paul’s commandment could not
just be read as a naive command to Victorian women to dress soberly,
although they could not forbear from pointing out that ‘the attire
of some among them seems to expose them to the reproof of the
Apostle’.33 Given that scholars had concluded that Greek women in
places like Corinth had actually worn veils, Paul’s words had both to
be understood literally as a demand that Christian converts should
keep them on and as something no longer directly relevant to modern
society, where veils had long ago been cast off. The unanimity of the
commentators here was striking: readers were not meant to forget the
distinction between the first century and the nineteenth. Many argued
that Paul made a simpler and larger point: Christians must conform
to the social conventions of their own day, whatever these might be.
John Hamilton Thom (1808-94), a Unitarian minister who published
his exegetical lectures to his genteel Liverpool congregation, dwelt
approvingly on Paul’s sense of decorum. What he had tried to indi-
cate in passages such as Corinthians eleven was that ‘felt boundary’
of legitimate social conduct, which was not arrived at through reason,
‘but which, nevertheless, the refined and educated sentiments, the
moral antennae of the mind, determine with a perfect accuracy’. Paul
had told Christian women that they must be mindful of the scruples
of their peers, a lesson in reticence that still held true.3* The suggestion
that readers must concentrate on the general principles that informed
the specific sanctions in Paul’s writings was especially characteristic
of liberal commentators. It was meant to ensure that they could not
be used to justify social injustices. Thus commentators who wrote
on Pauline texts that apparently condoned slavery stressed that their
counsel to converts to bear with their lack of freedom for the present
did not excuse the institution. Paul could not have imagined the chat-
tel slavery of the American South and would not have endorsed it.3°

It was difficult to impose limits on this argument. For those like
John Stuart Mill (1806-73) or Frances Power Cobbe (1822-1904) who
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challenged the subjection of women, it was easy to suggest that it was
not just the head coverings of first-century Corinth that belonged
to the past, but the requirement that women abnegate themselves
before men. If we no longer needed to heed Paul’s tolerance of slav-
ery, an antiquated social institution now hateful to our progressive
sensibilities, why worry either about what he had said about the
place of women? Mill said the Bible should not be taken ‘for a Koran,
prohibiting all improvement’.3¢ This was the point upon which the
Anglo-Catholic Henry Parry Liddon (1829-90) joined battle with
him in his posthumously published commentary on the epistle to
Timothy. Slavery, Liddon argued, was a ‘morbid outgrowth on human
society’. By contrast, the subjection of women ‘finds its reason in
the constitution of human nature, which Christianity can sanctify,
but not abrogate’.3” Liddon’s recourse to nature was a well-tried one.
In explaining Corinthians eleven, commentators had dwelt with
greatest approval on Paul’s argument that the differences between
men and women were grounded in ‘nature’ itself, with women'’s
long hair symbolizing the fact that they were the shy and retiring
sex. If Paul’s Christianity had ultimately transformed society, then
it never meant to challenge the facts of life. This was the argument
put forward by Arthur Penrhyn Stanley (1815-81) and the Brighton
clergyman Frederick William Robertson (1816-53), in commentaries
on Corinthians which had a wide and sustained readership among
liberal Anglicans. Christianity, wrote Robertson, had made ‘man more
manly, and woman more womanly’.38

These commentaries suggest a shift to a position where Paul’s
conclusions were to be accepted by readers only insofar as they were
endorsed by the scientific and historical study of human nature.
Bickersteth’s faith, like that of most early nineteenth-century evan-
gelicals, had also been a religion of nature but it was one in which
the Bible had had the last and inspired word on the conclusions of
natural theology.?° By contrast, Stanley thought that it did not really
matter which text Paul had picked from Genesis to enforce his argu-
ment. All that really counted was his correct intuition that nature
had marked out men and women for different roles. In expository
lectures on Corinthians delivered several decades later, the slum
priest Hensley Henson (1863-1907) agreed. Paul’s arguments for veils
now bore a ‘somewhat fantastic appearance’ but he had been right
to warn women off intruding ‘into spheres where, for fundamental
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reasons of physique and function, they had no place’.*’ The irony
was that the more commentators proposed ‘nature’ rather than
inspiration as a touchstone for Paul’s words, the more settled their
defence of female subordination became. Marcus Dods (1834-1909),
a Scottish Free Churchman and relatively liberal critic, complacently
explained in his commentary on Corinthians that the ‘more graceful
form and movement of woman’ and her ‘mental peculiarities’ — a reli-
ance on intuition and an incapacity for abstract thought - proved
the justice of Paul’s remarks.*! In his 1898 commentary on the epis-
tle to the Ephesians, the modernist high churchman Charles Gore
(1853-1902) cited Havelock Ellis and the biologist George Romanes
to claim that those who took issue with Paul were also running
against the ‘brick wall of fact and science’.*?

The brick wall was a more imposing defence of male authority than
the letter of the epistle, but it was important not to make it look too
forbidding. It was difficult to argue that human nature and what this
implied for women’s social role was fixed or self-evident. Mill’s use of
the ‘extraordinary susceptibility of human nature to external influ-
ences’ to argue that women’s apparent unfitness for political respon-
sibilities might just be the result of centuries of male oppression
displeased many clerical authors.** Yet by the later nineteenth cen-
tury many of them nonetheless wanted to claim that Christianity had
made women's nature progressive rather than wholly fixed. Centuries
of Christian instruction had put the women of today on a higher level
than the Corinthians or Ephesian converts who had needed stern
lectures from Paul. The rigour of the epistles was a temporary expedi-
ent, which was meant to caution converted Greek women not to get
carried away in exploiting their heaven-sent liberation from a society
that resembled modern India or Turkey in the severity of its patriar-
chal mores.** These later commentators were keen to emphasize that
the subjection extolled by Paul’s epistles — particularly in the epistle
to the Ephesians, which described the husband as being ‘the head
of the wife’ (5:23) — was no charter for male misrule. Commentaries
on Ephesians by Gore, the Birmingham Congregationalist Robert
William Dale (1829-95) and the Wesleyan scholar George Findlay
(1849-1919) all stressed that far from perpetuating an alleged pagan
and Jewish contempt for woman as an inferior being, Paul had given
her a new dignity and security. The subjection Paul extolled was
not servility — as both emancipators and conservatives keen to ‘keep
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women in their place’ imagined — but the mutual obedience of men
and women to each other and God within marriages ‘transfigured’
by grace.*> They welcomed laws designed to protect women against
physical abuse by their husbands as a fulfilment of the Pauline ideal
and warned incautious advocates of women’s rights that the spirit of
Christianity would always remain ‘their main protection’ against the
brute force of men.*6

The mass of Victorian commentaries thus remained pretty far from
Caroline Helstone in their reading of Paul’s epistles. Henson warned
in commentating on Corinthians that while the evolution of mar-
riage into ‘equal comradeship’ was a welcome development ‘thor-
oughly accordant with the gospel’, women who aspired to be the
rivals of men by despising marriage and motherhood had embarked
on a ‘thoroughly anti-Christian’ course. The Revd T. Teignmouth
Shore’s commentary for schools declared brusquely that Paul would
not have listened to appeals for ‘imaginary rights’.4” Shore had the
suffrage in mind and it is striking that the debate about votes for
women took its participants into the same kind of hermeneutical
puzzles that had concerned the wearing of veils. Once more those on
either side of the question used and composed commentaries. Much
the most striking of those was The Woman’s Bible (1896). Edited by
the American Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815-1902), it was a series
of polemical notes on the scriptural passages that had been used
to maintain the barriers against female access to power. It aimed to
scupper the arguments of ‘Paul worshipping male Protestants’ by
subjecting the texts urged against female political speech and action
to fiercely political scrutiny. Paul’s command for women to cover
themselves is therefore dismissed as a recycled rabbinical supersti-
tion; Paul’s endorsement of the idea that woman is the origin of
sin assailed as introducing a ‘poisonous stream’ into Christian his-
tory.*® Polemical The Woman’s Bible might be, but it could draw on
a wealth of recent scholarly work that had begun to permeate even
the clerical establishment, convincing them that Paul was domi-
nated by the thought patterns of the rabbinical and pagan world
to a much greater degree than they had hitherto thought. Many of
his arguments involved reasoning ‘that could hardly be intelligible
except to a Jew’.#°

This study of the role of biblical commentaries indicates that
Victorian readers were not left to their own devices in interpreting
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authoritative texts. Yet in the case of the New Testament, the very struc-
tures designed to tell readers how to obey Paul’s words also recorded
and facilitated doubts about just how and why they were authoritative,
or whether they were so at all. The commentaries therefore show that
what often looks like a quiet process of secularization in nineteenth-
century social attitudes could occur within the culture of devotional
reading itself; and that it was nourished by, even as it broke away from,
the hegemony of the Christian and biblical past.
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Reading the ‘Religion of
Socialism’: Olive Schreiner,
the Labour Church and the
Construction of Left-wing
Reading Communities in
the 1890s

Clare Gill

Does it ever strike you, it often does me, how within
the sixteen miles that make London, lie all the mate-
rials for heaven on earth, if only something could
come suddenly and touch our hearts one night;
there would be nobody sad and lonely: every aching
head with a hand on it; every miserable old maid let
out of her drawingroom and her old life-blood flow-
ing; every wailing little child hushed in somebody’s
arms and making them warm: nobody hungry and
nobody untaught; the prisons emptied and the back
slums cleaned, everybody looking with loving eyes
at the world around them. That would be heaven,
and it only wants a little change of heart. (Olive
Schreiner to Havelock Ellis, 1884)!

In his discussion of nineteenth-century socialist novels, H. Gustav
Klaus advances the notion of socialist literature as a marginalized and
dissident force, whose very ‘otherness’ serves as a possible threat to
the prevailing hegemony of the literary mainstream.? With Klaus’s
definition of socialist literature momentarily guiding analysis here,
there is no doubt that it would be difficult to make a case for the late-
nineteenth-century South African writer, Olive Schreiner, as a socialist
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writer in this specific conception of the term. Klaus’s model for socia-
list literature perpetuates a dichotomy between popular literature and
the ostensibly more marginal subset of socialist fiction, a relationship
that is clearly destabilized and problematized in Schreiner’s case.
Nominated as the ‘modern woman par excellence’ by newspaper editor
extraordinaire, W. T. Stead, Schreiner became the darling of London’s
literati after the publication of her first novel The Story of an African
Farm in 1883, and enjoyed high sales throughout her career, inclu-
ding fifteen editions of African Farm published during her lifetime.?
Schreiner was, of course, not the only bestselling writer of her day who
appealed to mass reading audiences and socialist readers alike, nor was
she unique in publishing popular and high-selling texts that espoused
distinctly socialistic sentiments. Rather, what set her apart from most
of her literary contemporaries was the sheer extent to which her texts
were both embraced by the various factions of the wider socialist
movement, and promoted as ideologically bolstering their political
doctrines, in spite of her evident immersion in the ‘dominant literary
culture’ of her day.* Popular writers may well have lined the bookshel-
ves of a host of late-nineteenth-century readers who also defined the-
mselves as socialist, but their works were not necessarily included in
the recommended reading lists circulated by the Independent Labour
Party, or counted as required reading in socialist correspondence
classes as was the case with Olive Schreiner’s texts.>

This study will go some way to resituating Schreiner’s work within the
political and cultural contexts of the fin-de-siécle ‘religion of socialism’,
the term reappropriated by Stephen Yeo as a signifier for the upsurge
in organized left-wing activity that was cultural as well as political in
outlook.® Through an exploration of her reputation and reception
within late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century socialist reading
circles, I will suggest that, in spite of her evident international acclaim
and celebrity-like status in Britain, Olive Schreiner was also very much
a writer of the margins. As a freethinking South African woman with
feminist, socialist and anti-imperialist convictions, she quite uniquely
appealed to a diversity of reading communities that cut across class and
gender lines, as well as political and national boundaries. ‘I have got
scores, almost hundreds of letters from all classes of people’, Schreiner
told Karl Pearson, ‘from an Earl’s son to a dressmaker in Bond Street,
and from a coalheaver to a poet’.” The present research is part of a
larger work-in-progress that seeks to situate Schreiner and her fictional



50 The History of Reading

and non-fictional texts within concrete publishing and socio-historical
contexts, through an exploration of the diverse ways in which her texts
were both marketed for and received by a diversity of contemporary
reading communities. This chapter focuses upon the promotion of
Schreiner’s texts amongst one particular fin-de-siecle reading commu-
nity — socialist readers affiliated with the Labour Church movement,
and more specifically, those readers, both real and imagined, clustered
around John Trevor’s periodical, the Labour Prophet.

Through an analysis of the letters pages and correspondence class
reports published in the Labour Prophet throughout the 1890s, this
chapter seeks to contextualize the marketing of Schreiner’s texts to
members of this distinctive socialist reading community and their
reception of these texts, disclosing an intriguing and previously unex-
plored connection between Schreiner, socialist reading materials and
Labour Church educational schemes. I will demonstrate how, through
the channels of dedicated socialist publications like the Labour Prophet,
and through the publication of reading lists and the establishment of
correspondence classes and left-wing lending libraries, strident efforts
were made on the part of labour leaders to construct an active com-
munity of socialist readers, encouraged to consume fictional and non-
fictional texts imbued with a clear social dimension. As a corollary,
this chapter will also offer a timely reappraisal of Schreiner’s received
reputation as a so-called ‘New Woman'’ writer, a classification that has
undoubtedly aided the rediscovery of her work and heralded important
discussions of her feminism since Virago'’s reprint of Woman and Labour
(1911) in the 1970s.2 Yet this critical preoccupation with Schreiner’s
feminism has also had the misfortunate effect of downplaying the ide-
ological importance of left-wing concerns in her work, divorcing texts
such as The Story of an African Farm (1883) and Dreams (1890) from the
historical, political and cultural context of a time that Schreiner herself
memorably described as the ‘brilliant sunrise’ of socialist politics.’

Writing in middle age to her brother, William Philip Schreiner in
1912, Olive expresses a misty-eyed nostalgia for the socialist opti-
mism that characterized her formative years living in Britain:

Just as no one who didn’t live through the horror and oppression
of Martial Law in this country can dream what it was; so, no one
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who did not live through it can ever know the joy, and hope, and
passion of enthusiasm with which we worked in those years in
the eighties. I was talking about it with Keir Hardie and tears came
into both our eyes when we spoke of it.1°

From the writer’s infrequent dalliances throughout the 1880s and
1890s with socialist-inspired, intellectual organizations such as the
Progressive Association and the Fellowship of the New Life, to her
wide-eyed awe at the Dock Strike of 1889 and close friendships with
leading socialists such as Eleanor Marx, Karl Pearson and Havelock
Ellis, Schreiner’s early years in England were defined - at least in
part — by the prevalence of the labour question and an acute intellec-
tual concern for the theoretical tenets of socialism.!! On the whole,
Schreiner eschewed frontline activism in favour of a more theoreti-
cal, introspective approach to left-wing concerns, and conceived of
her role in the ushering in of this bright new socialist dawn in a
strictly aesthetic context. As Ruth Livesey has suggested, Schreiner’s
ability to situate herself at the vanguard of the contemporary labour
movement can be explained by the ‘peculiarly idealist and aesthetic
nature’ of late-nineteenth-century British socialism, in which con-
text, artistic contributions were accorded as much value as political
organization or agitation.!?

Existing evidence for socialists reading Schreiner’s texts comes
from the whole gamut of left-wing reading communities in Britain
at this time. From Clarion figurehead, Robert Blatchford (who rec-
ommended Dreams as essential reading in his bestselling discourse
on socialism, Merrie England), to labour activists like George Meek
(‘George Eliot, Mrs Humphrey Ward, and Olive Schreiner are the only
three authoresses I could ever read with much pleasure’), Schreiner’s
appeal appears to have traversed the fissures and factions that scarred
the wider late-nineteenth-century socialist and labour movements.!3
Edward Carpenter, Sheffield socialist, poet and philosopher, considered
Schreiner’s debut novel sufficiently significant to purchase a second
copy to send to his good friend, Kate Salt in 1889. Salt, who had tried in
vain to procure African Farm at the London Library, was so ‘delighted’
with the gift of Schreiner’s celebrated novel that she expressed doubt to
Carpenter in her ability to part with the text after reading: ‘it is dreadful
to think of you getting me a new copy, especially as I know I shan’t be
good Socialist enough to follow your suggestion and pass it on to some-
one else’.* For many of the novel’s first wave of British readers at the
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fin de siecle, African Farm seemed to embody the questioning spirit of
the age, and articulated what Henry Norman described in his review of
the novel as all the solutions to ‘the simple questions of human nature
and human action’. This sense of Schreiner’s novel as an aesthetic
mouthpiece was later compounded by a ‘Lancashire working woman’
who, having reread African Farm ‘over and over’, expressed her experi-
ence of the novel as effecting a kind of social ventriloquism: ‘I think
there is hundreds of women what feels like that but can’t speak it, but
she could speak what we feel.” Edward Aveling, partner of Eleanor Marx,
also commended Schreiner’s ‘bold-out speaking’, and championed the
writer in the radical secular periodical Progress for giving timely artistic
expression to pertinent social questions.!®

Schreiner’s arrival in England in 1881 significantly coincided with
the popular revival of socialism in Britain: both the formation of the
Marxist-inspired Democratic Federation (later the Social Democratic
Federation) and the genesis of the development of the mass labour
movement in Britain are rooted in this pivotal year.!® The birth of her
literary career occurred in tandem with the formation of various left-
wing organizations including the Socialist League, the Fabian Society
and the Independent Labour Party. These seminal years in the history of
British socialism also saw trade unions flourish exponentially, the first
Labour candidates elected to Parliament, and crucially, for the dissemi-
nation of contemporary socialist ideas and for the purposes of efficient
political organization, the development of a dedicated socialist and
labour press. Socialism was advancing on all fronts at an extraordinar-
ily rapid pace. In as much as the history of the late-nineteenth-century
socialist movement is characterized by mass organization, widespread
support and political progress, it is also just as clearly marked by inter-
nal disagreements, defections and divisions: socialism had no coherent
ideology nor any one representative political organization, then or
since. The newspapers and periodicals published by the new and often
short-lived socialist organizations functioned — with varying degrees of
success — as important propaganda tools for the widespread dissemina-
tion of left-wing polemic. By far the most popular and influential of
the socialist periodicals was Robert Blatchford’s Clarion, which reached
peak sales of around 90,000, and is now credited with being Britain’s
first mass-circulation left-wing periodical.'” Cannily employing some
of the publishing tactics marshalled in with the advent of the ‘New
Journalism’ of the 1890s, Blatchford’s paper remained, in spite of
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comparatively impressive circulation figures, a commercially unsuccess-
ful publishing venture. As Deborah Mutch has suggested, the ‘desire to
promote their politics often overwhelmed the socialists’ lack of busi-
ness practices and trade knowledge’, continually leading to the rapid
appearance and disappearance of a plethora of socialist periodicals that
often garnered small, devoted readerships but which ultimately ran at
a loss.!8

John Trevor’s Labour Prophet was one such publication. First appear-
ing in January 1892, the Labour Prophet was issued monthly until
September 1898, at considerable economic cost and burden to its edi-
tor.’ Circulation figures amounted to a mere 5,000 per month, yet
the paper managed to survive for six years in a saturated, competitive
marketplace, owing, at least in part, to the Labour Prophet’s vocifer-
ously dedicated readership and patrons who donated money to the
paper’s Central Fund. The sense of community that permeates the
Labour Prophet is ever palpable, not least because of the interactivity
that was encouraged between editorial staff and the paper’s reader-
ship, via the establishment of correspondence classes, lending librar-
ies and letters pages. As this study will demonstrate, the inclusion of
literature within this periodical — in this instance, the fiction of Olive
Schreiner — helped to encourage a sense of kinship among readers,
as well as serving a distinctive political function within the remit of
John Trevor’s particular strand of ethical socialism.

* % %

Like many other socialist editors at this time, John Trevor was acutely
aware of the power of literature to both educate and inspire, and
also of the ability of individual texts to foster a sense of identifica-
tion and interconnectedness between readers. Railing against the
dominant iconography of the figure of the solitary reader, contem-
porary left-wing organizations promoted an image of reading as a
communal activity, as a pursuit that rallied comrades together in
socialist solidarity. This notion of a community of readers fused by
common experiences and shared goals was also expressed by Olive
Schreiner, who claimed to have written African Farm expressly for an
audience of working-class readers in order that they might feel less
alienated as a consequence of the material reality of their lives. As
Schreiner noted in a letter to Edward Carpenter in 1892, the modes
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of production in which a text is created can have a direct bearing
upon the audience it will ultimately reach:

They are bringing out a cheap 2/- edition of Story of an African
Farm. I'm glad because the only people I really care to read it are
people struggling with material want and the narrowness and
iron pressure of their surroundings who won'’t be so likely to get
a more expensive book. The only thing that ever induced me to
write it was the feeling that some soul struggling with its material
surrounding as I was might read it and feel less alone.?°

The twin features of Schreiner’s letter here — firstly, the importance
of working people gaining access to her texts, and secondly, the
sense of an ideological community established through the act of
reading — are principles that could also be extended to the Labour
Prophet, the monthly penny paper that served as the official organ
of the Labour Church movement. Under John Trevor, a former
Unitarian minister and founding father of the Labour Church, the
Labour Prophet claimed modest circulation figures, comprised of a
dedicated and loyal community of regular readers.?! The network of
Labour Church devotees centred around Trevor’s publication were
actively encouraged to self-educate and to gain access to a prescribed
list of fictional and non-fictional texts via a host of innovative modes
of distribution, including, for example, liberal access to free lending
libraries for Labour Church members. As Sidney E. Dark expressed in
a piece for the Labour Prophet in 1893, ‘the road towards democratic
progress’ could only be paved via the widespread acquirement of
knowledge amongst the working classes:

Education is a subject that has especial interest for Socialists. The
importance of the subject cannot be exaggerated . . . The want of
education among the workers is a hindrance. All but a few extra
intelligent men and women are unable to think clearly and con-
cisely for themselves, and are thus driven into the hands of leaders
who, however able, can never do for the people what the people
should do for themselves.??

Indeed, so important were the twin doctrines of self-education
and personal development to Labour Church philosophy that
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John Trevor built them into the movement’s founding principles -
an oft-published set of five clauses that together formed the Labour
Church and Labour Prophet manifesto. Clause five states ‘That the
development of Personal Character and the improvement of Social
Conditions are both essential to man’s emancipation from moral and
social bondage.’?3

Conducive to the Labour Church’s commitment to the intellectual
development of its loyal members, the Prophet frequently printed a
host of original works by some of the period’s most eminent social-
ists, including pieces by Robert Blatchford, Isabella Ford, Edward
Carpenter and William Morris. Readers of the paper were also
encouraged to procure suitable literature in the regular book review
columns, literary articles and advertisements that together served to
expose its readers to a wealth of recommended texts. As important as
these constituents were in emphasizing the educative value of litera-
ture, it was through the channels of the periodical’s correspondence
class that the Labour Prophet most actively demonstrated its editor’s
assiduously held conviction that the consumption of suitable read-
ing materials could provide an individual with the analytical tools
necessary for personal, intellectual and political progression.

The launch of the paper’s correspondence class was announced by
its editor in the June 1894 number of the Prophet. The classes were
fundamentally an educational facility, established to guide subscribers
through a regimented programme of home study, concomitant with
the integral Labour Church doctrine of ‘Personal Development’. Yet as
John Trevor revealed in the same article, the correspondence classes
also functioned to establish formal contact between the Labour
Prophet and its readership:

My idea is that each book should be sent out as required with a
set of questions accompanying it, and that the reader should send
answers to these questions when he returns the book. Upon these
answers correspondence would arise, and a suitable book could be
suggested for further study.?

The prescribed reading lists for the classes included standard non-
fictional socialist tracts, such as England’s Ideal by Edward Carpenter
and Robert Blatchford’s bestselling treatise, Merrie England, but
J. W. Longsdon, architect of the reading lists, also extended their remit



56 The History of Reading

to include selected works of fiction. Longsdon, who was also one of
the examiners of the correspondence class, outlined his case for the
importance of an engaged approach to fiction in an 1894 article entit-
led ‘Novel-Reading’, in which he claimed that, ‘the best moral tea-
ching of the age is to be found in novels’.?> In both Longsdon’s article
and in the correspondence class reading lists, Olive Schreiner’s The
Story of an African Farm is singled out for particular praise, endorsed as
a worthy, educational read to a two-tiered audience of correspondence
class students and readers of the Labour Prophet more generally.

Steeped in the transcendentalism of Ralph Waldo Emerson (from
whom Schreiner’s boy-protagonist, Waldo, acquired his name), and a
belief in the ‘unity underlying all nature’ that emanated from Herbert
Spencer, Schreiner and her debut novel appealed philosophically to
Labour Church practitioners, who for the most part, as Caroline
Sumpter has suggested, ‘eschewed Christian Socialism in favour of
a democratic theology heavily influenced by Romantic and pan-
theistic ideologies’.?¢ On a monthly basis over the course of two
years, readers were encouraged to procure and enter into a dialogue
with Schreiner’s novel, yet were simultaneously provided with an
interpretative framework to guide analysis in the form of a short
blurb, reprinted in each number as part of the correspondence class’s
reading list:

This story is filled with the same theme - the cruelty and deadness
of life without affection and brotherly feeling. Deals in particular
with the injustice done to women. The book shows how cruel life
often is, but we are also shown why this is so, and how beautiful
and noble it may become.?’

In addition to appealing for their students and general readership
to engage with Schreiner’s novel, the Labour Prophet also implicitly
encourages an emulation of the textual interpretation outlined
within the parameters of their succinct introduction to the book. So
too, the correspondence questions posed to students as part of their
course of