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Introduction: Queen Anne’s
Bounty

Historians have recently attempted to revalue the character of
Queen Anne, and have even compared her to her predecessor,
Queen Elizabeth. But there is some difficulty in fashioning a
heroic figure out of this stout, gouty, gluttonous little woman
with her dull husband and frequent miscarriages. Her perpetual
card-playing, her gambling, her love of tittle-tattle, her school-
girlish ‘crushes’ [...] were harmless habits enough. The essential
fact about her was that she was every inch a Stuart, with most
of the Stuart faults.

Maurice Ashley, Marlborough, 1939

Maurice Ashley’s decisive dismissal of Queen Anne’s character and career
is typical of the treatment the last of the Stuart monarchs has received
from historians.! According to Ashley and other like-minded scholars,
Anne was hopelessly ordinary: a dim-witted woman who preferred
trivial pastimes to the important task of governing the nation. Contem-
porary assessments are all but united with eighteenth-century accounts,
which judge Anne as lacking the critical acumen and the diplomatic
skills to govern her people, and suggest she had to be managed by her
advisors who guided her through the diplomatic, military, and domestic
challenges of her reign. Consequently, the queen becomes little more
than a cipher: the successes of her reign are ascribed routinely to the
wisdom of those men who occupied high office, while the influence
of her ladies-in-waiting — Anne’s ‘crushes’, Abigail Masham and Sarah
Churchill, the Duchess of Marlborough - shadows this public narra-
tive. Although Edward Gregg's definitive biography of Anne and Robert
Bucholz’s study of her court have revised this picture, demonstrating
that the queen was deeply and effectively engaged in the business
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of government,? the earlier understanding of Anne continues to exert
explanatory power. Christopher Hibbert recently described Anne as a
‘simple woman’, ‘no more a naturally imposing woman than she was
a clever one’, while Toni Bowers argues that within her own reign,
‘Anne’s status as an outsider is certain.”?

Not only is Anne marginalised by traditional accounts of her rule,
but her reign itself is also elided in histories of the eighteenth century.
This disregard is partly the result of historical happenstance. Anne’s
twelve years on the throne were preceded by the destruction of the
principles of hereditary monarchy necessary for William III to assume
the crown in 1688, and the institution of new principles of gover-
nance with the accession of Anne’s successor, George I, the first of the
Hanoverians. As such, her reign is occluded by scholars whose investi-
gations are governed by the teleological principles of Whig history that
treats the past as if it were an irrevocable progression towards the present
moment. Given the diplomatic, military, and legislative successes of
Anne’s reign, this disregard is remarkable. Major domestic achievements
of her reign include the Union of England and Scotland in 1707 and,
most importantly, the resolution of debates over the respective roles of
the crown and parliament in governing the nation through Anne’s pub-
lic commitment to the Hanoverian settlement. It was also during her
reign that the troubling issue of England’s place in Europe was resolved:
under the command of John Churchill, the Duke of Marlborough,
England waged successful wars in Europe that restored the balance of
power in England’s favour. As Edward Gregg, Anne’s most recent biogra-
pher, has demonstrated, her reign proved ‘the great watershed between
the violence of the seventeenth century and the stability and prosperity
of the eighteenth century.”

The lack of critical attention given to Queen Anne’s reign is even
more remarkable when we consider that relations between the people,
the government, and their monarch were rethought entirely during this
period. Secrecy had been indispensable as a technology of power for
Anne’s Stuart forebears; its use was sanctified by the first of the Stuarts,
James I, upon his accession to the English throne in 1603. James intro-
duced to the English people the concept of the divine right of kings
and, in tracts such as Basilikon Doron (1599), he theorised its implica-
tions. Crucial to this understanding of power was the arcana imperii,
the body of state secrets sacred to the monarch - James referred to
them as the ‘secretest drifts of kingship’ — that both animated and legit-
imised each royal decision concerning the state.’ By the end of Anne’s
reign, the ideological assumptions underwriting this position had been
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entirely renovated. Instead, the conduct of political matters was gov-
erned by an ideological imperative that they take place in public view.
Voting, in both parliamentary ballots and public elections, was under-
taken in public throughout the eighteenth century: to do so in secret
was thought to compromise the public quality of the proceedings.®
This practice provides a barometer of the public distrust of concealed
activities, and demonstrates the radical reconceptualisation of the rela-
tionship between the crown, the people, and political power. Politics
belonged to the commonwealth and not the crown, and forms of gov-
ernment existed in public. Publicity had been installed in place of
secrecy as an organising political principle.

This book contends that Queen Anne’s presence on the throne both
enabled and necessitated the realignment of public and private. The title
of this introduction - ‘Queen Anne’s Bounty’ - originally referred to
Anne’s provision of financial support for poorer members of the clergy.
I employ this phrase to describe the way in which Anne’s presence on
the throne encouraged the development of the communicative practices
necessary to the public sphere, and to indicate that this legacy is just as
enduring as any financial bounty. It is my aim in this book to contribute
to the revisionist reading of Queen Anne and her reign by focusing on
the cultural politics of this legacy.

The public sphere

The most influential explanation of the transition from politics gov-
erned by public secrecy to political openness is provided by Jirgen
Habermas’s theoretical category of the public sphere, formulated in
The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1989).” The public
sphere refers to the practice of citizens engaging in critical discussion of
the operation of government. Despite the spatialising metaphor of the
title in translation,® Habermas’s focus on communication and judge-
ment indicates that the public sphere should be understood not as a
space but as a conglomeration of discursive practices. The term denotes
a critical public of citizens before whom actions concerning the nation
are performed and upon whose approval the legitimacy of these actions
is contingent.

Under the absolutist model of government the public sphere replaced,
there was no clear distinction between the public and the private
realm. The public dimensions of power were embodied by the monarch
and staged before the people — Habermas terms this ‘representative
publicity’ — but the actual workings of power were screened from public
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view.’ The printing industry played a crucial role in initiating and fur-
thering this transition from a spectator public, whose passive presence
legitimises state events, to a public that critically evaluates and thus par-
ticipates in these events. Significantly, Habermas argues that the literary
public sphere — that is, the arena where citizens discussed the merits of
published materials — provided the training ground for the public sphere
in the political realm. For this reason, he maintains the importance of
seeing the bourgeois public as a ‘reading public’. The democratisation
with which the new public is associated, then, is bound up with the
expansion of reading.’ In this model, secrecy is made identical with
the body while publicity is associated with print and with readers.

Although the public acquired their critical skills through reading
and debating printed materials, Habermas suggests the literary public
and the public sphere were not congruent. In particular, he insists that
women were excluded, both in fact and by law, from the operations of
the political public sphere despite the significant role he accords them in
the activities of the literary realm.!! As other scholars have noted, pub-
lic practices are saturated with the very protocols of gender identity to
which they appear impervious: the universal subject is white, male, lit-
erate and propertied, although these traits go unmarked. Other subject
positions — most crucially, in this national and historical context, that of
the feminine — can only be acknowledged in public discourse as illegit-
imate because they represent particular, rather than general, interests.!?
It is no surprise that feminist scholars such Joan Landes have described
the public sphere as ‘essentially, and not just contingently masculine’.!3

Women, however, were central to the symbolic economies of secrecy
and disclosure. In this period, anxiety over women'’s participation in
both the literary and political sphere, which had been building since
the mid-seventeenth century, reached its zenith. As mistresses to a male
monarch or favourites of a female queen, women were widely perceived
to exert illicit power over political affairs. Images of women were used
to figure and focus anxieties over what constituted legitimate influence
in a landscape that was becoming increasingly democratic. The presence
of women - of Anne and her ladies-in-waiting at parliamentary sittings,
for example — was believed to thwart these processes, and court women
began to signify an inappropriate fusion of public and private.

More particularly, responsibility for embodied, irrational commu-
nication was displaced onto women. The popular press used female
characters to depict rhetorical styles, such as opinion or faction, that
somatised political debate.'* Femininity was construed as the ‘extreme
antithesis of the abstract principles of reason made law that were to
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govern the public sphere. Femininity, in short, became radically incom-
patible with the new definition of polity’."> Court women in general,
and the queen in particular, became extremely significant figures in
debates over the separation between public and private.

The category of the public sphere has profoundly influenced a
number of disciplines, including literary history and theory, since the
translation of Habermas’s work into English in 1989. Throughout his
discussion, Habermas employs the public sphere as both a discursive
category expressing a normative ideal and an historical phenomenon
particular to the eighteenth century. Both of these senses have been
equally influential. Scholars such as Nancy Fraser and Michael Warner
have employed feminist and political theory to draw attention to the
ideological principles on which the notion of the public sphere rests.
More recent work on Habermas has taken a different approach, seek-
ing to relocate the public sphere, either temporally or geographically,
through empirical studies of literature or history.'® All marshal con-
vincing evidence in support of their contention that a public sphere
can be identified in other locations, or as operating differently, than
Habermas’s account suggests. The sheer number of these studies has
lead Brian Cowan to observe that ‘like the ever rising middle class or
the always separating masculine and feminine spheres, it seems that
every era has its own public sphere. The term has become so fluid that
with a little imagination it can be applied to almost any time and any
place’.'’

Michael McKeon has recently reinvigorated the field by recasting
public and private as epistemological categories. Following Habermas,
he argues that the hallmark of modernity is a radically reconfigured
relationship between the public and the private: what was once a tacit
distinction becomes an explicit and acknowledged separation. Moder-
nity is here evoked as a long process of privatisation.!® Literary history
is just one of the many disciplines that McKeon draws on in tracing the
public and private through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries;
he also considers social and economic history, the architecture of domes-
tic spaces, legal developments, and the history of science. McKeon's
scheme refocuses our attention on the conceptual distinction between
the public and the private and highlights the material spaces in which
individuals experienced this distinction, but he does not treat these indi-
viduals as social actors who have the capacity to resist or intervene in the
large-scale shift that he traces. As a result, McKeon overlooks the com-
municative strategies that were used to mediate between the categories
of secrecy and openness and, later, publicity and privacy.
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In this book, I treat the public sphere as an historical phenomenon
and argue that the cultural conditions necessary to its development
were established in Queen Anne’s reign. The arguments that follow
demonstrate how the public sphere emerged through the ways authors
and booksellers, courtiers and parliamentarians, attempted to negoti-
ate the tension between secrecy and openness that was engendered by
Queen Anne’s very presence on the throne. Through an examination of
a series of literary texts, this book complicates Habermas’s teleological
account of the transition from secrecy to openness by demonstrating
that somatic and discursive regimes of power were inter-implicated and
that the normative value of publicity was generated by non-normative
discourses such as gossip and scandal.

The reading public

Print and reading were vital to the public sphere. In an important
reconsideration of Habermasian theory, Michael Warner argues that
the public sphere can only be comprehended in relation to printed
texts and their circulation. Drawing implicitly on Benedict Anderson’s
model of the nation as an imagined political community — where the
novel and the newspaper provide the technical means of represent-
ing the nation to its members — Warner argues that the public sphere
is identical with the semiotic environment created by the circulation
of printed texts.!” Two features of this semiotic environment are par-
ticularly necessary to the construction of a public. First, early printed
texts, such as the pamphlet and the broadsheet, staged a debate before
the public as the position of one text was countered by another. The
assumption that each printed text is part of a conversation — what
David Zaret refers to as the ‘dialogic nature’ of print culture® - functions
as proof of the public’s existence. Secondly, the very fact that printed
texts were produced mechanically effaced the link with the individual
identity of its author. This provided a clear means of distinguish-
ing between personal correspondence and public communication and
supplied a seeming guarantee that the content of printed texts was not
subjective.?!

Importantly, Warner erases the artificial distinction Habermas draws
between the literary and public sphere in the political realm. Instead,
Warner contends that the capacity of the public to engage with polit-
ical issues finds an exact counterpart in the characteristics of private
reading acts:
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All of the verbs for public agency are verbs for private reading, trans-
posed upward to the aggregate of readers. Readers may scrutinise, ask,
reject, decide, judge, and so on. Publics can do exactly these things.
And nothing else. Publics — unlike mobs or crowds — are incapable of
any activity that cannot be expressed through such a verb. Activities
of reading that do not fit the ideology of reading as silent, private,
replicable, decoding - curling up, mumbling, fantasising, gesticulat-
ing, ventriloquising, writing marginalia, and so on - also find no
counterparts in public agency.?

This argument emphasises an aspect of the public sphere that is too
little understood: its existence depends on a certain understanding of
the book and the reading act that brings that book to life.

This understanding of print and the reading practices, implicit in
the idea of the public sphere, is termed ‘print culture’ by Elizabeth
Eisenstein in her influential work The Printing Press as an Agent of Change
(1979).% FEisenstein argues that the widespread adoption of printing
technology revolutionised the public status and organisation of knowl-
edge, and made possible the emergence of the democratic institutions
of liberal society.** This argument, however, suggests print technology
has an immanent logic, which then determines intellectual, cultural
and economic practices. Arguing against the technological determinism
underwriting this account, Michael Warner and Adrian Johns contend
that the academic field of print culture needs to be reconfigured to take
account of the cultural environment into which print was introduced,
the competing imperatives of the booksellers who used the technology,
and of the government bodies that sought to regulate its operations.?®
As Roger Chartier highlights, conventional accounts of print culture
erase the presence of the reader, by assuming each text has a transparent
meaning to which the reader is subjugated.?® In contrast to this under-
standing of reading as an activity already inscribed in the text, Chartier
argues, along with Michel de Certeau, that reading is an active and cre-
ative process.?” In the English context, Steven Zwicker and Kevin Sharpe
extend this work by demonstrating the many possibilities for reading a
text.”® Their respective work establishes that the image of the privatised
reader, engaged in a solitary act of consumption, was neither the only
form of reading available nor, indeed, the dominant practice in early
eighteenth century England. I aim to extend these arguments by demon-
strating how print, politics, and public reading practices were mutually
constitutive.
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Reading gossip

My book begins by re-reading Queen Anne’s reign in order to demon-
strate its importance in understanding the evolution of literature and
politics over the course of the eighteenth century. Chapter 1 argues that
Anne’s presence on the throne enabled and necessitated the realign-
ment of secrecy and publicity required by the public sphere. The chapter
demonstrates that Anne mediated the competing claims of the somatic
model of power provided by her Stuart forebears, and the expectations
of discursivity that had been institutionalised along with the constitu-
tional monarchy, by way of gossip. Focusing first on the scandals of the
body that attended Anne’s reign, and then on the cultural and politi-
cal location of print publication, this chapter shows how gossip offered
a way of negotiating between the demands of secrecy and openness.
In contrast to the conventional interpretation of gossip advanced by
Patricia Meyer Spacks, who understands it as a type of communication
that occurs among intimate groups in private spaces and is engaged in
precisely because such groups are excluded from public events,* T argue
that, in this period, gossip was a political instrument that had crucial
public effects. Gossip is a means of communication that does not erase
the body; rather it materialises it in different ways and in other loca-
tions. In so doing, it provides a way to bring secrecy into print. Gossip
not only mediates between somatic and discursive modes of represen-
tation in this way, but, through its reification in printed genres such as
the secret history, it also provides a crucial instance of the imbrication
of literature and politics.

The publication of the New Atalantis in 1709 was a defining moment
in the political and cultural life of early eighteenth-century England. It
was also an important moment in the public life of gossip. This secret
history uncovers the purported sexual indiscretions of contemporary
figures associated with the Whig Junto that had administered the state
since the revolution of 1688. It exposes these seemingly private indiscre-
tions as a way of providing its readership with an index to the public, or
political, corruption of those involved, and thus with a set of cues as to
how to vote in the upcoming election. The arrest on charges of seditious
libel of Delarivier Manley, the Atalantis’s author, only served to intensify
the text’s effects: her arrest supplied readers with an incontrovertible
sign that the Atalantis did indeed contain incendiary political material.
It is no surprise, then, that the text went on to sell in enormous num-
bers, and was read by denizens of the court as well as the coffeehouse.
The New Atalantis was contested in print by authors who took issue with
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its political vision. It was also referenced by authors who wrote on other
subjects altogether, but who sought to capitalise on Manley’s success by
claiming kinship through titles that echoed her earlier text.

Historians have credited Manley’s text with a wide range of politi-
cal and cultural effects, including the fall of the Whig oligarchy in the
elections held the year following its publication. This book extends the
list of the New Atalantis’s effects. It argues that the New Atalantis was
not just a significant event or example, but that it became an impor-
tant cultural signifier of the intersection of secrecy with publicity. As
a trope, the atalantis was crucially malleable: the relation it suggested
between secrecy and publicity could be re-figured by a series of authors
and publishers to support competing political claims. This is particu-
larly the case because the genre of Manley’s original text, the secret
history, relies upon its readers to decode the text and make its secrets
legible. This not only foregrounds the role of the reader in establishing
the relation between secrecy and publicity but, as my discussion of the
New Atalantis in Chapter 2 demonstrates, emphasises that this act of
interpretation can follow multiple paths. The atalantis trope is crucial,
this book argues, because it prompted authors and publishers to address
their readers directly and to grapple with issues of how their texts would
be interpreted. In order to make these arguments, Chapter 2 offers a
detailed reading of the publication of the New Atalantis. It examines
how the Atalantis configured the relationship between the court and
the public, between secrecy and publicity — and further how it was read
and received.

Considering its multiple valences, it is not surprising the Atalantis was
the subject of political contestation. Chapter 3 examines how this con-
test unfolded. The events that surrounded the trial of Doctor Sacheverell
in 1709, the year that the New Atalantis was published, taught London
the potential consequences of aligning the political and the reading
public without paying sufficient attention to how the scope of that
public’s action might be delimited. It is this problematic Daniel Defoe
addresses implicitly in his series of secret histories that focus on Robert
Harley (one of Queen Anne’s most prominent ministers) in order to jus-
tify his conduct in office. In these texts, the referent of the secret history
is relocated. Unlike the New Atalantis, which always referred back to the
real, the act of reference in Defoe’s secret histories becomes a purely tex-
tual matter. The trope of gossip is elaborated from its material origins
and becomes a mise en abyme designed to discipline its readers into a
purely discursive engagement with political matters.
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Chapter 4 continues the exploration of how the interpretative activ-
ities of readers were disciplined through a critical reading of two
popular periodicals: the Tatler and the Female Tatler. Both serials use the
devices of the secret history to provide fictionalised portraits of promi-
nent public figures under feigned names. Although these portraits are
designed to function as political propaganda, no keys are provided for
the narratives in which they appear, and it seems they are directed at a
broader readership. This suggests a transition from the nostalgic simula-
tion of insider perspectives, to a recognition and cultivation of a broader
audience for political information. In these periodicals, the gossip of
the secret history metamorphoses into tattle, a communicative mode
that has quite different consequences for the audience it aims at. Rather
than suggesting a secret that lies at the heart of the text that its readers
must uncover, tattle presumes that everyone shares the right to know.
In the process, it shifts authority from the interpreter to the text to its
teller and founds its authority on representations of women. Through a
critical reading of both the Tatler and the Female Tatler focusing on each
periodical’s invocation of audience, this chapter shows how the trope of
femininity was crucial to the way that tattle was used in the rhetorical
formation of a reading and a political public.

In the five years immediately following the publication of Manley’s
New Atalantis, more than 20 per cent of new publications featured
‘atalantis’ in their titles.*® Initially a significant number of these pub-
lications constituted a challenge to the political vision presented in
Manley’s secret history, but the word atalantis also began to be used to
title collections of tales that had no such pretensions. Through an anal-
ysis of the respective careers of Edmund Curll and Jane Barker, Chapter 5
investigates the important shift in the political and literary marketplace
indicated by the alteration in the generic register of the word ‘atalantis’.
Through a reading of Barker’s three Patchwork Screen novels, this chapter
demonstrates how the trope of gossip was refigured again to produce the
central image of the literary culture of the long eighteenth century: that
of the privatised female reader.

This book argues that the role of the print marketplace in the sepa-
ration of secrecy and openness, and in the codification of public and
private, was a compromised one, and the position of the reader in
this contested field was crucial to negotiating the boundaries. Drawing
together the discussion presented in the previous chapters, this book
concludes by suggesting how understanding the relationship between
the reader, the state, and printed texts revises our conception of later
printed genres including the novel.
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Gossip and Government:
Deciphering the Body of the State

Prior to the operations of the law, secrecy and publicity are
united terms and fluid categories.
Miranda Burgess, ‘Bearing Witness’

On 23 April 1702, Queen Anne was crowned at Westminster Abbey. Her
coronation coincided, as had that of William III and Mary II before her,
with the day commemorating St George, the patron saint of England.
Every detail of the ceremony was dictated by custom and followed strict
protocols. Anne’s entry into the abbey was heralded by a grand pro-
cession of peers of the realm, who were precisely attired and strictly
arrayed so as to signify their rank. Like her forebears, Anne entered the
abbey under a canopy of gold tissue held aloft by eight barons and
proceeded to the altar, where she took the coronation oath, received
the symbols of her new station, and was anointed. Unlike her prede-
cessors, however, Anne was unable to make the ceremonial journey
from the palace at St James to Westminster on foot: an attack of the
gout had rendered her lame and so she was carried to the abbey in
an elbow-chair borne by four yeomen of the guards. In an attempt to
preserve the sense of occasion, this chair had been specially designed
so that her robes could drape over the back and be carried, as custom
dictated, by her female attendants. Anne managed to walk into the
abbey unaided but, as an observer noted, she faltered at the ceremony’s
most important moment by stumbling when approached the altar to be
anointed.!

The failings of Anne’s body compromised the image of regality that
the coronation ceremony was designed to project. This situation wors-
ened, as did her health, over the course of her reign: within a year of her
coronation she was virtually unable to walk, while two years later her

11
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eyesight was so poor she was unable to sign her name. Although Anne’s
infirmities did not preclude her undertaking royal progresses or prevent
her attending more cabinet meetings than any other monarch in British
history,? it did detract from the public perception of her power. The
implications of her physical failings are highlighted by Sir John Clerk’s
recollection of a court visit made in 1706. Anne was suffering from gout
and, Clerk writes, ‘everything about her was much in the same disor-
der as about the meanest of her subjects. Her face, which was red and
spotted, was rendered something frightful by her negligent dress, and
the foot affected was tied up with a pultis and some nasty bandages’.
He continues: ‘I was much affected at this sight [...] what are you, poor
mean Mortal, thought I, who talks in the style of a Sovereign? Nature
seems to be inverted when a poor infirm Woman becomes one of the
Rulers of the World.”? In the eyes of many Anne’s body was unable to
support the idea of embodied power customarily associated with the
monarch.

These vignettes highlight the fraught position Anne occupied as the
last of the Stuart monarchs. As the second daughter born to James II and
his first wife, Anne Hyde, her hereditary claim to the throne was strong
and unambiguous. In fact, she was the first monarch since Elizabeth I
who could claim - as she did in her maiden speech to both houses of
parliament and on the medal struck to commemorate her accession —
that, by virtue of both her ancestry and upbringing, she was ‘entirely
English’.* But Anne’s entitlement to the throne was not only hereditary,
it was also guaranteed by two successive acts of parliament, the Declara-
tion of Rights (1689) and the Act of Settlement (1701), which nominated
her as the successor to the throne following William’s death. As a result,
she had a double right to the throne that was enjoyed by none of her
immediate predecessors or successors.

Anne drew equally on these two legacies in exercising and represent-
ing her power. She was wary of public claims that her position on the
throne was based on divine right — a claim, she is said to have remarked,
that was ‘unfit to be given to anybody’.® Yet, in spite of this, Anne also
revived the practice of touching for scrofula and other diseases, a custom
that was based on a belief in the mystically curative powers of the royal
touch and was used by previous monarchs to demonstrate the divine
origins of their power. These ceremonies, held twice weekly during the
court season, were enormously popular and attracted an audience of
thousands, including those who travelled from the provinces especially
for the occasion.® Effectively, these ceremonies provided Anne with a
public stage on which she enacted the divine right that she disavowed
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on other occasions. They suggest Anne located her power in her body as
much as she did in the legislature.

Historians conventionally view Anne’s reign as a contradiction and
argue that each of her entitlements to the throne undermined the other,
thus compromising her position as regnant queen.’” In contrast to these
conventional interpretations, this chapter argues that Anne skilfully
negotiated between her two entitlements to the throne, and that this
negotiation is the key to understanding the successes and legacies of
her reign.

Queen Anne’s Janus face: somatic and discursive models
of power

Queen Anne was England’s first sole regnant queen in almost a century.?
Her predecessor Elizabeth I was adept at deploying both the masculine
symbols associated with her office as monarch and the cultural codes of
romance associated with her femininity in order to shore up her power
and safeguard her position on the throne. Her famous declaration to
the troops assembled at Tilbury to repel the anticipated invasion of the
Spanish Armada - ‘I know I have the body but of a weak and feeble
woman; but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of
England too’” - illustrates her strategic conflation of masculinity and
femininity. Anne borrowed elements of Elizabeth’s iconography in the
opening years of her own reign: the robes she wore on the occasion of
her first address to parliament were carefully modelled on those worn by
Elizabeth in a well-known portrait and, by the end of her first year on
the throne, Anne had adopted Elizabeth’s motto, semper eadem (always
the same) as her own. These recycled elements were welcomed by the
English public as they corresponded with customary ways of represent-
ing female power. Indeed, Anne’s subjects anticipated the androgynous
symbols that had characterised Elizabeth’s reign: during her first royal
progress, a few short months after her coronation, she was greeted at
Bath by an assembly of two hundred virgins who were ‘richly attired,
many of them like Amazons, with Bows and Arrows, and others with gilt
Sceptres and other Ensigns of the Regalia in their hands’.'®

Although Anne drew on elements of Elizabeth’s androgynous
iconography at the outset of her reign, she chose a different means
of symbolically conveying her power to the public over its course.
While Elizabeth used masculine and feminine imagery in equal mea-
sure, Anne’s own iconography emphasised her femininity. The symbolic
weight she accorded to her gender continued a practice that was
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initiated more than a decade earlier while she was Princess of Denmark.
From the time of James II's accession to the throne in 1685, Anne
increasingly became the focus of those who were dissatisfied with the
Catholicism of her father and his young wife. In 1688, a foreign visitor
to the court commented that Anne increasingly affected ‘both in public
and in private, to show herself hostile to it [the Catholic faith], and to be
the most zealous of Protestants, with whom she is gaining the greatest
power and credit’.!! It was her reproductive potential in particular that
became the hope of Protestant England and thus a political force to be
reckoned with. Popular representations of Anne focused on her capacity
to mother children and, according to Abel Boyer, she was famous at the
end of the seventeenth century as the ‘teeming Princess of Denmark’.?

Anne was aware of the symbolic weight carried by her maternal body:
the birth of a son would mean that a protestant succession would be
secured and prevent the crown from passing to the German House of
Hanover. Despite enduring seventeen pregnancies before she became
queen, including one of twins, only one of Anne’s children lived past
infancy. This child, William Duke of Gloucester, was constantly ill and
died two years before Anne assumed the throne, shortly after his own
eleventh birthday. Recent assessments of evidence documenting Anne’s
pregnancies, including the burial records of her children, suggest there
were at least two episodes of pseudocyesis (more commonly known as
‘phantom pregnancy’) among her seventeen pregnancies.'® This pro-
vides a clear physiological sign of how acutely Anne felt the imperative
to give birth.

Anne made her maternal potential the symbolic centrepiece of her
coronation ceremony. The text for the service was drawn from Isaiah,
‘Kings shall be thy nursing Fathers, and Queens thy nursing Moth-
ers’ (49:23). This was an unusual choice: in likening the power of the
monarch to the nurturing power of a parent, the text made a feature
of Anne’s reproductive body that had so emphatically failed to produce
an heir. Instead of suggesting that Anne, as Elizabeth had been before
her, was masculinised by virtue of the power she wielded, these lines
feminised royal power by representing it as a maternal and nutritive
force. Anne’s coronation ceremony presented her public power as a kind
of symbolic maternity: through it, she effectively became the ‘nursing
mother’ of the entire kingdom.!*

Elizabeth’s public representations had also emphasised the femininity
of her body, but the significance attached to that body was very differ-
ent. Elizabeth’s body was famously virgin: she dismissed the prospect
of matrimony in favour of her queenship, a kind of spiritual marriage
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to her people. The iconography of her reign established a close identifi-
cation between her body and that of the nation. As the Virgin Queen,
Elizabeth embodied the inviolability of England and its borders. The
Ditchley portrait, for example, depicts Elizabeth dressed in white and
adorned with strands of knotted pearls that emblematise her virgin-
ity, with her feet planted on the island of England. Both the Queen
and the nation are bodies that cannot be entered. As Queen, Anne’s
body did not suggest inviolability as Elizabeth’s had. Far from being
hermetically sealed like that of the Virgin Queen, Anne’s body was con-
tinually engaged in the task of bringing forth children. It was, in other
words, perpetually dilated. Although her childbearing years were behind
her when she acceded the throne, Anne’s coronation ceremony effec-
tively replaced her physical maternity with its symbolic counterpart.
It installed an image of Anne’s generative and unbounded body as an
emblem of her power.

The body of the monarch is central to theoretical accounts of royal
power. Jirgen Habermas argues that the ideology and form of demo-
cratic government developed in eighteenth-century England in oppo-
sition to the autocratic power embodied by the monarch. Prior to the
development of a public sphere, Habermas argues that there were no
institutions or spaces that could properly be considered public, and so
‘a public sphere in the sense of a separate realm distinguished from the
private realm cannot be shown to have existed’.!"> However, this is not
to say that political authority and power were not publicly figured. They
were represented or, more precisely, embodied by the monarch such that
the means and ability to represent power publicly were inseparable from
his or her physical presence. The public representation of power was
something like a status symbol, made visible in personal attributes such
as insignia, dress, stance and demeanour. Habermas terms this mode of
communicating political power and authority to the people ‘represen-
tative publicity’. The audience who witnessed these displays of social
and political power was essential to the function of representative pub-
licity. They played no role in its performance — this was not a sphere
of political communication - but acted as necessary witnesses and pro-
vided an audience for its display. The monarch embodied the state and
represented that power before, rather than for, the people.'®

Habermas’s observations regarding the public dimension of power in
early modern societies parallel Ernst Kantorowicz’s theorisation of the
royal body and its signifying capacity. Kantorowicz demonstrates that,
within England, the monarch was imagined to possess two bodies: a
natural body, subject to infirmity and human passions, and a body
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politic that represented the spiritual, political, and dynastic elements of
the monarchy. He argues that the successful performance of monarchi-
cal authority depended on ceremonies and rituals that suppressed the
monarch’s human fallibility.!” However, as David Starkey has shown, it
was only within the law that the monarch’s body was used to symbolise
the private and transitory aspects of kingship. On all other occasions,
the royal body provided the ‘master symbol’ of the divine monarchy as
the metaphorical body politic was reified through the material body of
the monarch.' The special status accorded to the monarch’s body natu-
ral is indicated by the honour attending the court offices that ministered
to its needs. The most prestigious position in the court was that of the
groom of the stole, whose chief responsibility was keeping the royal
close stool and providing attendance when the monarch made use of
it.’ Far from erasing the body natural from the symbolic economy of the
state, the fiction of the monarch’s two bodies accorded it greater weight.

The body of the monarch incarnated the arcana imperii, or the corpus
of state secrets that lay at the heart of the exercise of royal authority.
James I referred to the arcana imperii as ‘the deepest mysteries of monar-
chy and political government that belong to the persons or State of
Kings and Princes, that are gods upon Earth’.?’ As this description makes
clear, the existence of the arcana imperii was authorised through theolog-
ical parallels. For example, in attempting to reconcile himself to Charles
I's recent flight from Oxford incognito, the royalist poet Henry Vaughan
meditated on the levels of disguise that the king ordinarily embodied,
writing that the royal ‘mysterie’s so deep, / Like Esdras books, the vulgar
must not see’t.””! John Cleveland described the king in a similar manner:

Methinks in this your dark mysterious dress
I see the Gospel couched in parables.

At my next view my purblind fancy ripes
And shows Religion in its dusky types;

Such a text royal, so obscure a shade

Was Solomon in Proverbs all arrayed.??

The king embodies sacred mystery; he is a hieroglyph, or a parable.
A similar image of the kingship is evident in later texts, such as Robert
Filmer’s defense of the hereditary monarchy, Patriarcha (1680). Read
together, these texts suggest that the monarch represents and com-
municates the arcana imperii: it is literally secrecy that is being made
public. In symbolising secrecy, the royal body united the corporeal and
metaphysical aspects of kingship.



Gossip and Government 17

The fact that the doctrine of the two bodies became entrenched and
acquired particular iconographical power in England during Elizabeth's
reign suggests that its utility has something particular to do with gen-
der. Elizabeth’s strategic emphasis on the spiritual or mystical body of
the monarchy served to guard against the latent threat posed by her
sexuality, as well as challenging the limitations that would otherwise
be imposed by her gender. It also enabled Elizabeth to convert her fem-
ininity into a metaphysical sign: her declarations of virginity and her
refusal to marry transformed her individual body into an icon.?* How-
ever, her insistence on a strict separation of her position as queen from
her status as a woman deliberately diminished the traditional source of
royal female power, the ability to bodily engender the political state. By
citing her public role as the reason for excluding the possibility of mar-
riage and motherhood, Elizabeth aimed to relocate royal pregnancy to
the private realm of women. This strategic move was entirely success-
ful in Elizabeth’s case as it enabled her to abstract her power from her
body, but created particular problems for Anne, a perpetually pregnant
queen. Pregnancy draws attention to the materiality of the royal body,
and represents a conflict between bodily secrecy and the demands of
dilation.

The events surrounding the birth of a son to James II and his sec-
ond wife, Mary of Modena, drew particular attention to the body of the
pregnant queen as the site for the conflict between somatised power and
the demands of publicity. These events are known as the ‘warming-pan
scandal’ in reference to the controversy that ensued. In January 1688,
it was announced that Mary, James II's Catholic queen, was pregnant.
There was immediate speculation that the pregnancy was a hoax, part
of a plot designed to ensure a Catholic heir to England’s throne. When
it was announced that the queen had indeed given birth to a son, these
speculations reached fever pitch. It was widely rumoured that the Prince
of Wales was not the biological child of the royal couple, that the birth
had been pretended and the child smuggled into the royal chamber in
a warming pan. These rumours took hold in spite of the fact that the
birth took place before a large audience: the entire Privy Council was in
attendance, only separated from the labouring queen by the bed’s drawn
curtains.?*

Public speculation as to the truth of the events was such that James II
was forced to respond during a session of the Privy Council in October
1688. The evidence supplied during this session was immediately sub-
ject to public suspicion and the testimony of the king’s inner circle and
the midwives who attended the queen was considered unreliable. These
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events seemed to confirm the public suspicion that the public aspect
and the private reality of the royal body might contradict each other,
particularly as they were instantiated by the reproductive body of the
female queen.

Under the pressure of this intense interest in how the birth was wit-
nessed, the analogy of the king’s two bodies was pushed to its breaking
point.?> According to popular belief, Mary’s physical body had falsely
signified the birth of a legitimate heir while, in reality, gestating a
conspiracy that would advance the private interests of the royal cou-
ple. Crucially, Mary’s ‘pretended bigness’ was one of the central points
in William III’s Declaration of Reasons (1688), a document that con-
centrates on the deceptions perpetrated by the Stuart monarchs and
thematises the idea that the royal body can be deceptive. It declares:
‘we ourselves, [and] all the good subjects of those kingdoms, do vehe-
mently suspect that the Prince of Wales was not born by the Queen’.?
In opposition to the potential duplicity of kings and queens, the docu-
ments that attended the Revolution self-consciously formulate print as
a more transparent and honest means of representing the nation.

The warming-pan scandal did more than focus attention on the
fraught position occupied by the generative royal body in public dis-
course: it also provided women with a way into that discourse. The
midwives and bedchamber women who had attended the queen dur-
ing her labour provided crucial testimony as to the events of the birth,
while women more generally were accorded a special privilege to speak
on this matter by virtue of their gender. The warming-pan scandal, as
Rachel Weil explains, is an important moment in early modern politi-
cal culture because it ‘made women both the subjects and the objects of
political discourse’.?’

Historians agree that Anne played a decisive role in turning the
events surrounding the birth of the Prince of Wales into a scandal.
Although she did not openly declare a position, Anne helped under-
mine the veracity of the queen’s account by circulating rumour and
gossip. She kept her sister Mary, then resident in Holland, apprised of
events through regular letters. In March 1688, Anne reported that: ‘[the
queen’s] being so positive it will be a son, and the principles of that reli-
gion being such, that they will stick at nothing, be it never so wicked, if
it will promote their interest, give some cause to fear there may be foul
play indeed’.?® In a later letter she avowed: ‘nobody will be convinced
it is her child except it prove a daughter. For my part, I declare I shall
not, except I see the child and she parted’.?” Anne, however, did not see
the ‘child and she parted’ — she was conveniently absent from the court,
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having travelled to Bath on her doctor’s orders.** Similarly, although
Anne’s letters imply that the queen’s refusal to let her feel her belly or
see her undressed were suspicious, she later admitted that the queen had
not permitted such liberties during any of her pregnancies. As Edward
Gregg has argued, it is clear that Anne ‘was the major perpetrator, if not
the originator’ of the rumours that the queen’s pregnancy was false.?!

In a sense, Anne took up the possibilities that were suggested by the
intersection of secrecy and publicity in the royal lying-in chamber by
adopting the position of a gossip. The speculations surrounding Mary of
Modena’s pregnancy, and the public meeting of the Privy Council that
was convened in response to these rumours, conferred on gossip a new
national prominence and drew attention to its long association with
women. Although the word originally designated a godparent of either
sex, the term has always been more usually employed in reference to
women rather than men. In the seventeenth century, the word ‘gossip’
began to be used to refer exclusively to the women present at a lying
in, and so was associated with an exclusively female world to which
men were denied access.*> A popular adage held that it was easier to
dam up the arches of London Bridge than to stop gossips talking during
a confinement.** Here, gossip is a kind of discursive dilation that sup-
plements and accompanies the physiological dilation of the labouring
mother. It is copious conversation that circulates endlessly, expanding
its scope, deferring its ending, and refusing to draw conclusions.

Publicising secrets: gossip and scandal

Anne’s bedchamber, like the lying-in chamber of a labouring woman,
was an exclusively female world to which men were denied access.
Custom and propriety prevented men from holding positions as Anne’s
personal servants, and so her bedchamber was staffed wholly by women.
Her continual ill health meant she spent a large amount of time in the
bedchamber, and often required the assistance of her ladies-in-waiting
to accomplish such minor activities as rising from her seat or cross-
ing the room. The virtual segregation from male courtiers that was a
consequence of ill health was intensified by Anne’s excessive sense of
propriety. She was ‘so exact an observer of forms’, wrote Swift, ‘that she
seemed to have made it her study’.?* As a result, Anne was surrounded
and guarded by her female attendants.

The influence of Anne’s bedchamber women - in particular her suc-
cession of favourites — assumed monstrous proportions in the minds
of contemporaries. Sarah Churchill, the Duchess of Marlborough, who
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served as Anne’s first lady of the bedchamber and groom of the stole,
was thought to wield absolute power over the queen. Sarah’s fall from
the queen’s favour and loss of office in 1711 was interpreted variously
depending on the political orientation of the observer. Tories believed
this was just reward for Sarah’s imperious behaviour, while those who
shared her politics were adamant she had been turned out of office due
to the ascendancy of Abigail Masham, Anne’s bedchamber woman and
new favourite. A contemporary broadside suggested that Masham was
the ‘whirlwind that turns us about, / One whiff of whose breath can
bring in or put out’. The Duke of Shrewsbury agreed with this senti-
ment, supposing that Abigail ‘could make the queen stand upon her
head if she chose’.? Later it was Elizabeth Seymour, the Duchess of
Somerset and Sarah’s successor to the post of groom of the stole, who
was assumed to direct Anne’s decisions. Jonathan Swift, for example,
attributed Anne’s wavering during the peace crisis of 1710 and 1711 to
Somerset’s force, writing that the Queen’s indecision was ‘all your d - d
Duchess of Somerset’s doings’.3¢

Contemporaries supposed that these female favourites exercised lim-
itless power over the queen and, through her, the disposition of public
events. However, of the three favourites, it was only Sarah who pos-
sessed real power as, by virtue of her position as groom of the stole,
she exerted some influence over the allocation of household offices. But
even this power was not without boundaries. Sarah later confessed to
Gilbert Burnet that her attempts to get ‘honest men into the service’
were often fruitless: ‘I never, or very rarely, succeeded in any endeav-
our of this kind, till the ministers themselves came into it at last.”*”
Even Robert Harley, who relied on Abigail Masham to communicate
with the queen following his loss of office in 1708, bluntly reminded
her that her power to effect change within the court was also circum-
scribed: ‘You cannot set any one up; you can pull any one downe.”*
All of Anne’s favourites — the Duchess of Marlborough, Abigail Masham,
and the Duchess of Somerset — wielded considerably less power than
their contemporaries believed. However, their significance lies precisely
in the imagined extent of their influence.

As a woman, Anne was imagined to be particularly susceptible to the
whisperings of other women. Anne was conscious of this, and protested,
‘Everything I say is imputed either to partiality, or being imposed upon
by knaves and fools.”* That the spectre of female influence loomed
so large was partly a result of lessons the public learnt from previous
reigns. Charles II was thought unduly influenced by his succession of
mistresses, while his brother, James II, was believed to be in thrall to



Gossip and Government 21

his Catholic wife, Mary of Modena. These relationships were read as a
sign that the monarch indulged his personal desires to the dereliction of
his duties and allowed the needs of his personal body to oppress those
of the body politic. It also corresponds with contemporary prejudices
regarding the frailties of women. Like each of the relationships between
her Stuart predecessors and their respective favourites, the attachment
between Anne and her favourites was also believed to have a sexual
dimension.

Sarah famously commented that the Queen had ‘noe inclination for
any but one’s own sex’.*’ This allegation recurred in popular represen-
tations of Anne’s relationship with Masham. Several ballads circulating
in 1708 suggested the substance of the relationship lay in ‘dark Deeds at
Night’.#! Sarah was a particularly keen proponent of this interpretation:
she was closely involved in the composition of the aforementioned bal-
lads and ensured their wide dissemination. She wrote to Sarah Cowper,
the mother of the Lord Chancellor, promising to sing the ‘two ballads
of the Battle of Abigail’ when next she was in Hertfordshire.*> Further-
more, Sarah also drew the existence of these two ballads to the attention
of the queen. Her letter, while ostensibly condemning the existence of
these ballads, also offers a re-framed interpretation of the significance
of Anne’s relationship with her chambermaid. This relationship is both
extremely secret — its substance lies, as Sarah is quick to recall, in ‘dark
deeds at night’ — and extremely public. Sarah begs Anne to remember:

how many affronts King Charles had, that was a man, upon accounts
of the Duchess of Portsmouth; and I think I need not say a great deal
to shew how much worse it is for your Majesty, whose character has
been so different from his, to be put in print and brought upon the
stage perpetually for one in Abigail’s post.*?

The imputation of lesbianism between Anne and her favourites
extended the meanings that attached to the rumoured affairs of her
father and uncle. Sexual relationships between women were associated
with the ancien régime and with Catholicism — one contemporary pam-
phlet suggests this ‘Female Vice’ is particular to France where ‘young
Ladies are that Way debauch’d in their Nunnery Education’.** The sug-
gestion that Anne maintained lesbian relationships with her favourites
was a way of indicating that her personal body was beginning to oppress
the body politic.

The intimate relationship between Anne and each of her respective
favourites was blazoned on the body of each woman. Sarah and then
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Elizabeth Seymour each wore a gold key at their waists that symbolised
their position as groom of the stole, the principal office of the bedcham-
ber; while Abigail, who never held high office, wore a gold etui, a gift
from Anne engraved with the message ‘Masham, from her Lovin’ Dux’
at her waist.*> These items functioned as worn testimony of the intimacy
between Anne and these three women, and worked to publicise the pri-
vate nature of each connection. More importantly, these speculations
reveal the extent to which the secret of royal power was reconceptu-
alised. In stark contrast to the notions of metaphysical secrecy that her
forebears had drawn upon with varying degrees of success, the secrecy of
Anne’s court was sexualised, somatised, and feminised. This meant that
the secret of her power was simultaneously public and private: screened
from public view, yet furtively publicised through the operation of
gossip.

Gossip not only circulated around Anne, it was also crucial to the
management of her power. Anne circumvented the isolation imposed by
her ill health by leaking information regarding her position on domes-
tic and international affairs, and used gossip gleaned by her servants
to maintain an overview of her government and ministers. The back-
stairs to her privy chambers provided a covert passage that the queen
used to bring members of both parties into her presence for secret meet-
ings. These conversations allowed Anne to maintain personal contact
with the Tories and Whigs throughout her reign, and enabled her to
gather information regarding developments that the other party might
prefer to conceal. Robert Harley made frequent use of the backstairs
and, by these means, was able to offer counsel to the queen during
the short period in which he was deprived of office. The Duchess of
Marlborough’s outrage at these meetings, sparked by her suspicions they
were facilitated by Abigail Masham, have made these the most notorious
examples, but Anne conducted similarly secret meetings with William
Cowper, John Somers and Gilbert Burnet in the same period.** Anne
was also in the habit of using her personal servants as political instru-
ments: she drew upon information gleaned by her servants and used
them as a means of disseminating her opinions on parliamentary issues.
Employing servants as spokespeople carried significant advantage, as it
allowed the queen to influence votes on issues over which there was
heated debate without exposing her own position directly. Further, this
course of action often allowed her to act independently of her min-
istry. For instance, in the final months of her reign, Anne directed her
personal physician, Sir David Hamilton, to initiate a secret correspon-
dence and series of meeting with the Elector himself. These meetings
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allowed her to circumvent the ministry’s equivocation over the succes-
sion. By these means, Anne was able to exert considerable control over
the disposition of public affairs.

Gossip provided Anne with a way to negotiate between the secrecy
and spectacle associated with her position as the last Stuart, and the
openness attendant on her position as constitutional monarch. It also
provided her subjects with a powerful political instrument. Nowhere
is this more evident than in the dynamics of print publication and
reading.

Paper crowns: print, law and royal authority

Print was crucial to the Glorious Revolution. William III had invaded
England armed with a printing press and, almost immediately upon
landing, he began to disseminate propaganda designed to garner sup-
port for his actions. The newly discursive nature of royal power sug-
gested by this propaganda was formalised by the legal documents that
created William as the King of England. The Declaration of Rights (1689)
and the Act of Settlement (1701) declared powers customarily exercised
by the king to be illegal and maintained that his actions were subject to
the laws of the nation. These documents, necessary to make William the
king of England, fundamentally altered the character of kingship. They
ensured that the power of the crown was now constituted, exercised,
and made visible through legal documents, instead of through the mys-
tified body of the monarch. A new method of political representation
had arisen along with a new discursive system that sought to control it.

Anne did not make use of the representative possibilities offered by
the press. In fact, one of her first official acts following her accession to
the throne was to issue a proclamation for restraining the printing and
dissemination of false news.*” In this document Anne not only encour-
ages the judiciary to implement the existing laws concerning the press
but also to extend their application to forms of writing not specified in
the statute. She remained dissatisfied with the regulation of the press
throughout her reign, and repeatedly urged the House of Lords and the
House of Commons to introduce legislation that would bring its output
under tighter control. However, it was during her reign and under the
direction of her chief minister and personal favourite that freedom of
the press became an entrenched doctrine.

The public character of a printed text is usually taken for granted. So
much is this the case, that it is often assumed that print automatically
confers a public status upon the text: to publish is to simultaneously
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make public and to print. This assumption was first articulated by
Elizabeth Eisenstein in The Printing Press as an Agent of Change (1979),
the work that formulated ‘print culture’ as an area of academic research.
Through her discussion of the power of print to effect social change —
and particularly of its role in the development of enlightenment ideas —
the assumption that print has a fundamentally public character was
instituted as one of the principles of this field of study. Eisenstein argues
that the development of print technology was motivated by the notion
that ‘valuable data could be preserved best by being made public, rather
than being kept secret’.*® Throughout her argument, she implies that
the meanings attached to printing a document are always the same. This
understanding of print also underpins Habermas’s model of the public
sphere. Like Eisenstein, Habermas assumes that printed texts are public
documents by definition. He sets the public character of print against
the secrecy and silences of the absolutist monarch, and he considers the
development of print technology to be a harbinger of democratic open-
ness. These arguments suggest that printing stands outside history and
that its culture is placeless and timeless.*’

That neither printed texts, nor printing technology, have an intrinsic
identity is highlighted by a history of the technology published shortly
after Charles II was restored to the English throne. In The Original and
Growth of Printing (1660), Richard Atkyns attempts to demonstrate that
printing is both a technology of kingship and the monarch’s personal
property.®® He argues that William Caxton, the man conventionally
credited with bringing the technology to England, did so as part of
a larger operation that was initiated and financed by Henry VIII. The
public and private dimensions of printing technology are immediately
complicated by this narrative as the involvement of the king, a ‘pub-
lick person and a publick purse’, effectively privatises the technology.
Consequently, Atkyns asserts that printing is an ‘Antient and Hereditary
Right of the CROWN'.*! Through this revision to the history of print-
ing, Atkyns endeavours to reconfigure its governing political culture and
redefine its identity. Although Atkyns’ own interests in this debate can-
not be ignored — he had inherited a royal patent for printing law books
and so his argument also supports his claim for the reinstatement of
these privileges — his personal interest does not negate the influence of
his contentions. As Adrian Johns has established, the alternative his-
tory of the printing press that Atkyns promulgated in these pamphlets
became a ‘key resource for arguments over the cultural politics of print’
and his pamphlets continued to be addressed and debated until mid-
eighteenth century.*? The understanding of the act of printing advanced
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by Atkyns demonstrates that there is no single relationship between a
printed text and a particular system of political organisation.

The existence of systems of censorship, which had operated since the
moment the technology was introduced into England, further compli-
cates discussions of the public character of print. Annabel Patterson
has argued that censorship creates a pervasive habit of secrecy and led
to the development in the early modern period of a ‘hermeneutics of
censorship’, a kind of contract between authors and readers governed
by an expectation that matters of intense social and political concern
will be represented indirectly or under cover. Indeed, Patterson declares
that ‘literature in the early modern period was conceived in part as
the way around censorship’.>® This suggests an understanding of pub-
lication that is contrary to that advanced by Eisenstein and assumed
by Habermas. Here, printed texts are publicly available but not widely
legible. Instead their contents are encoded. This indicates a suggestive
structural similarity between early printed texts and the model of power
represented by the monarch: both are publicly circulating secrets.

From as early as 1586, the output of the press had been regulated by
a system of licensing which stipulated all printed material must receive
an imprimatur from a state-appointed licenser prior to publication. This
imprimatur provided a clear signal that the work it prefaced had been
authorised by the state. Although the efficacy of this system has been
questioned - it is estimated, for example, that less than fifty percent of
all materials printed were authorised in this fashion - it instituted a sys-
tem of pre-publication censorship.** Licensing was allowed to lapse in
1695, and the press was without formal controls until the introduction
of copyright with the Statute of Anne in 1710.5 In the interim, the gov-
ernment in general and Anne in particular were concerned to find a new
method of regulating the activity of printers, booksellers, and authors.
This was found in the law of seditious libel. A seditious libel was any
printed reflection on the government, irrespective of its truth, that func-
tioned to disturb the peace. Penalties for publishing such material were
harsh — those found guilty could be fined, pilloried, or imprisoned.*® The
transition from regulating the press with licensing to the law of sedi-
tious libel is significant, not least because it marks a shift from pre- to
post-publication censorship. More importantly, the cultural meanings
and epistemic consequences of the licensing act and the law of seditious
libel exerted contrary influence on the formation of a reading public.

Both the system and practice of licensing were closely associated with
kingship. In order to be lawfully printed, two copies of the completed
text would be submitted to one of a small number of licensed officials.
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These licensers were appointed by the crown and considered experts
in the field of knowledge over which they were given authority. Once
approved, a book received an imprimatur that would be printed on the
title page, stating it contained nothing ‘contrary to Christian faith or the
doctrine or discipline of the Church of England or against the state or
government of this realme or contrary to good life or good manners’.”
This stamp announces the intimate relationship between the state and
written representations, and certifies that the work it prefaces contains
nothing that will disrupt the political sphere. As one anonymous author
affirmed, the imprimatur meant that the licensed book was ‘distin-
guish’d like Money, by a Royal Stamp’.’® The licensing system literally
and figuratively marked published works as the property of the king.

Implicit in licensing is a hierarchy of power and understanding that
mirrors the structure of the kingdom. Both the vocabulary of the Licens-
ing Act and the practices it instituted construct the potential public
of readers as a simple and ignorant multitude who are unfit to partic-
ipate in written culture. The body of laws that underwrote the practice
of licensing repeatedly represents printing as if it were an infectious
disease: the very first proclamation against the press, for example, inau-
gurates the idea that books are sowers and spreaders of poison. What
emerges from these legal documents is an image of the public as polit-
ically irresponsible, as untrustworthy and vulnerable.>® This vocabulary
was reinvigorated in the debate over press censorship in the final years of
Queen Anne’s reign. Those who advocated a return to licensing seemed
to be animated by a similar conception of the reading public. One
author describes potential readers as ‘Minors in Understanding’ who
might be led into mischief by ill-designing authors. It is the duty of
their superiors to protect and defend these readers from the ill effects
of print.®®

The cultural meanings that made a system of licensing so attractive
to previous Stuart monarchs were the very same that meant it was no
longer tenable by the end of the seventeenth century. In allowing the
Licensing Act to lapse in 1695, the members of the House of Commons
were motivated in part by pragmatic reasons, such as the desire to break
the commercial monopoly the act granted to the Stationers’ Company,
but they were also influenced by a profound change in the relation-
ship between the public and the state.®! The act’s lapse coincided with
the introduction of legislation in 1694 requiring elections to be held
every three years. This legislation resulted in an unprecedented num-
ber of electoral contests, making the early eighteenth century the most
volatile period in English electoral history.®* Not only were elections
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held with increasing frequency, but the size of the voting popula-
tion also increased dramatically in this period. It is estimated that this
expansion represented the greatest extension of the franchise before the
Reform Act of the mid-nineteenth century.®® Electoral politics were at
the forefront of contemporary consciousness: elections were not only
frequent and hotly contested, but a considerably larger percentage of the
population was involved in determining their outcome. The lapse of the
Licensing Act in this newly volatile political climate suggests the govern-
ment had redirected its attention from suppressing political literature to
exploiting its potential to cultivate public opinion.

Conventional accounts of the development of the press maintain
that, in the seventeenth century, the censorship of printed texts pro-
ceeded through the joint operation of the Licensing Act and seditious
libel laws. E. S. Siebert’s Freedom of the Press in England, 1476-1776, pub-
lished in 1952 and still the acknowledged authority on the history of
censorship in England, argues that the law of seditious libel developed
as an alternative means of prosecuting printed matter while the Licens-
ing Act was still in force. In arguing that libel laws supplemented the
provisions of licensing, he suggests that both methods of regulation pro-
moted similar ends and had the same meaning. Drawing on William
Holdsworth, who asserts that ‘neither the expiration of that [Licens-
ing] Act, nor the Revolution [of 1688], materially altered the law as
to what constituted a seditious libel’,** Siebert argues that the defini-
tion of seditious libel was ‘broadened’ but not revised in the years that
followed. His account assumes a fundamental continuity between the
seventeenth century, when licensing regulations were still in force, and
the eighteenth century, when the press was regulated through libel pros-
ecutions. Further, he suggests that the definition of seditious libel and
the means of detecting offences remained unaffected not only by the
tumultuous political events that followed, but also by the lapse, in 1695,
of the Licensing Act that Siebert believes seditious libel was intended to
supplement.

Recent legal scholarship has determined that the law of seditious libel
is wholly a product of Queen Anne’s reign. Philip Hamburger argues
that, far from being an entrenched part of England’s legal system, libel
laws were relatively unimportant in the seventeenth century and were
used only rarely to restrain the press. Conventional histories, such as
that offered by Siebert, have distorted the importance of libel laws in
this earlier period, in part as a result of judges’ generic use of the word
‘libel’ (a small printed book or pamphlet) to describe the texts they were
considering.®® Yet records demonstrate that, before the dissolution of the
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licensing system, libel laws had only punished defamations of named
individuals and were applied almost exclusively to manuscript offences.
A series of decisions made the by judges of the Queens Bench in the early
years of Anne’s reign, in particular by Lord Chief Justice Holt, established
a new definition of seditious libel that broadened its previously narrow
application and enabled it to be used as a means of regulating the press.

One of the most valuable and enabling prosecutions under this newly
important law was John Tutchin’s trial in 1704 for libelling the govern-
ment in his weekly paper, The Observator. The centre of Tutchin’s defence
was that a libel on an institution was, legally speaking, no libel at all.
Referring to Coke’s earlier definitions, the defence asserted that ‘there
can be no libel, where no person certain is reflected upon or scandalised.
A libel that points at nobody in particular is like a shot at random, that
seldom does any mischief’.%® Lord Chief Justice Holt, however, offered a
different definition of libel in his advice to the jury:

If people should not be called to account for possessing the people
with an ill opinion of the government, no government can sub-
sist. For it is very necessary for all governments that the people
should have a good opinion of it. And nothing can be worse to
any government, than to endeavour to procure animosities, as to the
management of it; this has been always looked upon as a crime, and
no government can be safe without it be punished.®’

According to Holt, it was as criminal to bring scandal on an institution
as it was to libel particular individuals within that institution. Other
of Holt’s opinions in this period were equally important in re-shaping
the law of seditious libel into an effective instrument for regulating
the press. His judgment in the trial of Joseph Browne, for example,
enabled libels employing irony to be punished by law.®® It was only in
the wake of these modifications that the laws of seditious libel became
part of the government’s efforts to regulate the press. This was not only
a momentous change in the application of the law, but also heralded a
significant alteration in the way the relationship between the state, the
press, and the reading public was conceptualised. The political and cul-
tural implications of seditious libel are very different to those associated
with licensing; they entail a different understanding of the relationship
between the state and the press and contribute to a reassessment of the
public character of printed texts.

The use of libel laws to regulate the press drew attention to the
interpretation of literature. Whether or not a text was deemed to be
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a seditious libel depended on how its contents were construed by its
readers, and interpretation attained a new cultural prominence as a
result. Jonathan Swift satirises the new consciousness of interpreta-
tion in Gulliver’s Travels. Readers — especially those associated with the
state — are:

a set of artists very dexterous in finding out the mysterious mean-
ings of words, syllables, and letters. For instance, they can decipher
a close-stool to signify a Privy Council, a flock of geese a senate, a
lame dog an invader, a cod’s-head a -, the plague a standing army
[...] When this method fails, they have two others more effectual
which the learned among them call acrostics and anagrams. First they
can decipher all initial letters into political meanings. Thus N. shall
signify a plot, B. a regiment of horse, L. a fleet at sea. Or secondly
by transposing the letters of the alphabet in any suspected paper,
they can lay open the deepest designs of a discontented party. So, for
example, if I should say in a letter to a friend, Our brother Tom has just
got the piles, a man of skill in this art would discover how the same
letters which compose that sentence, may be analysed into the fol-
lowing words; Resist; a plot is brought home, the tour. And this is the
anagrammatic method.*

This description of the act of reading assumes that each text has a
deeply secret meaning at the same time as it highlights proliferating
acts of interpretation. Catherine Gallagher suggests that this period was
marked by a ‘rage for reference’, that is, a desire on the part of readers to
identify external referents for every text in an attempt to stabilise that
text’s meaning.’® The sheer volume of pamphlets purporting to uncover
concealed meanings in printed texts innocent of any such pretensions
suggests that readers customarily disregarded the literal level of the text
in favour of endless hidden truths.

Most importantly, however, the laws of seditious libel provided a
means of regulation that privileged an entirely different group of read-
ers than those to which the Licensing Act called attention. Rather than
the private act of reading performed by appointed officials ‘at home in
their chairs’, this system of regulation privileged the interpretation of a
text conducted in public courtrooms by members of the judiciary. A libel
trial was an act of reading, publicly performed. The rules of pleading, for
example, stipulated that the prosecution had to explain all innuendoes
in defamatory material when filing the charge.”! This meant the pros-
ecution’s interpretation of the text in question would be entered into
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the legal record. In this way, the interpretation given to the text by legal
professionals is enshrined as that text’s literal meaning. Although the
jury’s role in these proceedings was circumscribed, they performed one
very important function. The jury was required to determine whether
or not the work in question supported the meanings assigned to it by
the state.”” This is a seismic shift: even as the law was supplanting the
crown as a system of surveillance and regulation, the role of the public as
a means of authenticating the activities of the state was also increasing.

The supersession of the law of seditious libel for the Licensing Act as a
means of governing the press also shifted the object of regulation from
the printers and booksellers who made the text public to the author who
created its contents. This development is central to Michel Foucault’s
understanding of the cultural identity of authors. Foucault locates the
history of the author within the history of eighteenth-century censor-
ship, arguing that texts only ‘really began to have authors [...] to the
extent that authors became subject to punishment’.”® Ultimate responsi-
bility for the text is assigned to the author, who is subject to prosecution
and punishment if its contents are found to be transgressive. In this
way, the author regulates the relationship between the state and the
text. However, the figure of the author also regulates the encounter
between texts and their readers by imposing a limit on the potentially
endless meanings a text contains. According to Foucault, the author
allows a ‘limitation of the cancerous and dangerous proliferation of sig-
nifications’, and is the ‘principle by which, in our culture, one limits,
excludes, and chooses; in short, by which one impedes the free circu-
lation, the free manipulation, the free composition, decomposition and
recomposition of fiction’.”*

The departure from pre-publication censorship (a system that, as I
have already argued, had come to connote forms of arbitrary govern-
ment) meant arbitrary methods used to discover breaches of that act
were also abandoned. The secretaries of state had been empowered by
the Licensing Act to issue warrants to the king’s messengers. These war-
rants gave the messengers considerable powers: they had the authority
to arrest any person they suspected to be involved in publishing the
specified item, as well as power to search the shops, homes, and offices
of those they arrested in order to seize anything that might incrimi-
nate them further.”> This method of discovering those responsible for
seditious publications was no longer lawful once libel laws regulated
the press. In fact, shortly after the lapse of the Licensing Act, the
crown lawyers declared warrants could only be issued upon the sworn
testimony of witnesses.”®
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However, those engaged in unlawful printing operated under condi-
tions of extreme secrecy and consequently witnesses to their activities
were scarce. Illicit presses would be well concealed — hidden in bed-
rooms, coffeehouses, and garden sheds — while their output, the texts
themselves, were secreted in hollowed tree trunks and cisterns.”’” In
order to uncover these clandestine activities the government began to
rely on press spies, or secret agents. Indeed, the crown lawyers rec-
ommended just such a course of action, suggesting the best and most
efficient means for the secretary of state to discover authors or pub-
lishers of scandalous works would be to ‘employ some fit Persons to
be Conversant among them and to give them suitable rewards’.”® This
introduces an interesting paradox: the operation of a new method of
censorship, developed in part in response to a growing demand for
democratic openness, actually necessitates the use of subterfuge and
deceit on the part of the government. This stands in contradistinc-
tion to the interpretations found in conventional histories of the press.
The lapse of pre-publication censorship does not result in increased
openness, although it might have occurred in response to such an expec-
tation. Instead, the lapse of pre-publication censorship creates secrecy
and subterfuge.

Robert Harley, Anne’s most infamous minister, was also her longest
serving secretary of state. Harley’s love of information and his delight
in clandestine dealings were notorious among his contemporaries.
Jonathan Swift noted Harley’s ‘obstinate love of secrecy’, while the Whig
parliamentarian William Cowper observed that Harley’s practice was
‘never to deal clearly or openly but always with reserve if not dissimula-
tion or rather simulation and to love tricks even where not necessary but
from an inward satisfaction he took in applauding his own cunning’.”
It is perhaps not surprising then that, in his capacity as secretary of
state, Harley established an extensive and efficient intelligence system —
at one time, he had more than sixty-three agents in his employ. He
made frequent use of the messengers of press, shared by both secretaries,
who reported suspicious persons engaged in the printing trade, collected
evidence for prosecutions, and made arrests.?’ Harley also seemed pre-
pared to track and prosecute zealously publications that transgressed
printing regulations. He wrote to inform the Archbishop of Canterbury
of his readiness ‘to contribute the utmost I can to [...] allaying those
heates and animosities which are greatly increased by the many Scan-
dalous and lying Pamphlets which are dayly propagated by designing
Knaves’, enclosing a copy of a bill designed to ‘have a Printer or Author
answerable for everything which is published’.8!
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Harley extended his official capacity to monitor the press by enter-
ing into private arrangements with additional individuals who gathered
information on his behalf. One such individual was Robert Clare, a
member of the printing trade who was engaged by Harley to provide
information on his colleagues.?? Clare’s weekly reports to Harley give
some indication of the nature of his activities: ‘I could heartily wish I
had a Power to visit every Printing-house in Town, which I endeavour
to do every Day; I doubt not (since I can read the metal as well as the
Print) but I should make such Discoveries as would be well-pleasing to
your Honour.”®® Clare remarked in a later report that ‘More I might have
given, but that (thro’ my Officious Enquiry) some Persons took Occa-
sion to know by what Power. I having none to produce, was oblig’d to
make a more Secret Enquiry, in which having not the Success I could
wish or desire.”®* These reports indicate that Clare was instructed to visit
printers’ establishments in order to gather information surreptitiously
about their activities. Harley turned this information to a public pur-
pose and used it to initiate and substantiate prosecutions for breaches
of the law of seditious libel: it is no coincidence that his efforts to curb
the press reached their peak in the period immediately following Clare’s
clandestine activities on his behalf.®

Harley drew authors, as well as printers, into his employ. The relation-
ship he maintained with Daniel Defoe is the best known of these and
is testament to Harley’s understanding of the potency of propaganda.
A broadside attack on Harley, published in 1708, described his patronage
of Defoe in the following terms:

He [Defoe] was ready at all time

T’extol the Monster [Harley] with his rimes
For crafty climbers never rise

Without their scribbling deputies

Rimes are as useful to the Great

As Guns and Bells are to the State.®

Defoe was not only Harley’s chief propagandist, but he was also instru-
mental to the development of an intelligence system designed to control
the press. In fact, Defoe seems to have enjoyed the opportunity to
indulge in secrecy and dissimulation as much as it is speculated Harley
did. In 1704, shortly after it was announced that Harley had been
appointed as one of two secretaries of state, Defoe approached Harley
with a series of proposals as to how to use his newly acquired office in
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such a way as to direct the course of government. ‘Intelligence’, accord-
ing to Defoe, ‘is the Soul of all Publick business.” He advises Harley to
develop a network of spies in the English court as well as those overseas
who would act as ‘Constant Intelligencers of Private affaires’. By con-
trolling the intelligence in this way, Defoe believed that Harley’s office
would become the ‘inner cabinet’, directing ‘Private affaires without the
Intervention of the privy Council.” Effectively, Defoe cautions Harley
against publicising the information he acquires through his office and
advises him to use it instead to privatise the government of the nation.
Defoe concludes his letter by reminding Harley that ‘as Intelligence
Abroad is So Considerable, it follows in Proportion That the most Usefull
Thing at home is Secrecy’.?’

Although historians of Queen Anne’s reign have not forgotten
Harley’s personal obsession with secrecy, they focus instead on the com-
mitment to public openness indicated by his role in securing freedom
of the press from state control and his commitment to developing pro-
paganda that strategically publicised the activities of the cabinet. Harley
played a key role in formulating the Statute of Anne (1710) and the
Stamp Act (1712). Together, these pieces of legislation ensured the intel-
lectual freedom of the press by shifting the object of regulation from
the content of texts to their economic potential. Harley was the first
politician to actively encourage propaganda in politics: writing pam-
phlets himself, founding ministerial press organs such as the Review and
cultivating a stable of writers who were favourably disposed to the activ-
ities of his ministry.®® Less than eight months after he professed his zeal
for censorship to the Archbishop of Canterbury, Harley famously urged
Godolphin to cultivate ‘some discreet writer of the government’s side, if
it were only to state facts right, for the generality err for want of knowl-
edge, being imposed upon by the stories raised by ill-designing men’.%
Defoe was also central to the production and dissemination of Harleyite
propaganda, and often carried out these duties while also engaged in
espionage. In the summer of 1704, for example, Defoe was dispatched to
the provinces to gather information for Harley; he also used this tour to
establish a commercial network of booksellers for the public distribution
of his works.”

The position Harley occupies in regards to secrecy and publicity is
obviously contradictory and constitutes a paradox particular to Anne’s
reign. In this period, the practice of making information public was
associated with secrecy and subterfuge. The information contained in
published texts was not easily available: the texts were opaque and their
meanings had to be puzzled out. In this climate, gossip functioned as
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a means of communication that engaged readers and, in the process,
bridged the gap between the public, and the court and cabinet.

Creating publics: gossip and reading

Gossip is a mode of interpretation that interrogates the otherwise unre-
markable signs of the everyday world in order to read their hidden
meanings. It arises when knowledge of public events is incomplete or
unavailable, and it functions as a means of disrupting instances of pub-
lic secrecy. Under its scrutiny, an individual’s gestures or tone of voice
can become evidence of sexual or political infidelity. It is a discursive
mode that relies upon shared cultural knowledge to conduct interpreta-
tion, and those engaged in its processes rely on exemplary stories and
familiar stereotypes to impute a new meaning to events. Because it is a
mode of understanding to which everyone has access, gossip represents
a kind of ‘discursive commons’.*!

Gossip also utilises the personal details of both the subject and the
participants and relies upon the active engagement of those involved
in this form of communication. In order to postulate an alternative
meaning for commonplace signs, it is necessary for the participants to
bring their own knowledge to bear on the puzzle. Gossip’s knowledge is
produced through dialogue and circulates in conversation.®” As a con-
sequence, both the knowledge that gossip produces and the manner in
which it circulates is contingent. The circulation of gossip parallels that
of printed texts insofar as it retells the stories that are entered there,
but in doing so it draws attention to material that has been elided
through the process of print publication.”® Moreover, if, as Michael
Warner has argued, the semiotic environment of printed texts works
to erase the particular identity of each author in favour of an identity
that can claim to be general, then gossip restores individual personal-
ity to the circulation of information.** For these reasons, gossip can be
seen as a response to the mechanisation entailed in print publication: it
humanises the dissemination of information and makes its circulation
dependent on presence and participation, rather than on anonymity
and abstraction.

Because gossip is a participatory discourse, it creates a bond of inti-
macy between those who engage in its processes. It is perhaps because
of these social effects that it is usually understood almost exclusively as a
form of oral communication. In the standard account of gossip, Patricia
Meyer Spacks argues that printed gossip can never imitate oral gos-
sip precisely as it lacks immediate modification and response.”> This



Gossip and Government 35

position not only assumes an enlightenment understanding of reading
as a transparent and infinitely replicable act, but it does not take into
consideration the different forms that printed gossip can take. In the
form of the secret history and in the pages of periodicals, printed gossip
that identifies its referents obliquely demands the participation of the
reader and ensures that the production of knowledge remains commu-
nal. The strategic blanks found in these forms of printed gossip like the
secret history are spaces for the reader to occupy.

As both a means of communication and a form of knowledge, gossip
has been culturally and historically linked to women. Spacks under-
stands this connection as an effect of women'’s conventional exclusion
from the public sphere. Michael McKeon has recently reiterated these
assumptions, describing gossip as ‘a female leisure activity’ and an
‘idle occupation that has no place in public life’.® Because women are
accorded no role and little interest in public events, it is assumed that
their conversations could centre on nothing more than the characters
and affairs of others.”” This argument suggests that gossip is located
solely within the private sphere: that it is non-instrumental talk engaged
in private spaces by intimate groups of women who gossip precisely
because they are excluded from public processes. This model effectively
reinscribes women as marginal by diminishing the public significance
of the discursive practice with which they were most closely associated.
There is, however, a more persuasive way of unpacking the connec-
tions between gossip and femininity that limits neither to the private
sphere.

Gossip enacts a complex negotiation between the public and private,
between the position of insider and that of outsider. It facilitates the for-
mation of its audience into two distinct groups: those who understand
its references and participate in its discourse, and those who remain
external to its processes. However, the logic of gossip means the limits
of this group of insiders are not stable but continually expand and con-
tract as the gossip circulates. Like the open secret, gossip simultaneously
maintains and subverts the distinction between inside and outside.
Although gossip makes public what it insists is private, the informa-
tion it disseminates is often in encoded form and is itself transmitted
under the sign of secrecy. In fact, because gossip is self-contained -
that is, it relies on the resources of the group in which it circulates —
the significance is contingent and so its meanings are specific to and
contained by each moment of utterance. In that sense, then, the sub-
stance of a matter that is publicly spoken about still remains local and
private.
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Although gossip and scandal are united in their opposition to rational
forms of discourse, they each have very different characteristics. In gen-
eral terms, scandal occurs when the values or standards that are held in
common by a community are breached. While gossip can be understood
as a process, scandal is an event: even as it circulates, scandal continu-
ally recapitulates a single temporal moment.”® Gossip is amorphous and
wide-ranging, seeming to circulate without any specific aim. Scandal,
however, has a definite purpose. It is a discourse designed to discredit
its subjects, and so it seeks to fix its speculations to a particular indi-
vidual or event, thereby transforming them into definitive knowledge.”
Unlike gossip, scandal is understood to have a public place and effect.
At the 1663 trial of Thomas Brewster for his role in a seditious libel, Ser-
jeant Morton declared the crime to be serious, as dispersing scandalous
books is ‘very near a-kin to raising of tumults; they are as like as brother
and sister: raising of tumults is the more masculine; and printing and
dispersing seditious books, is the feminine part of every rebellion’.!®
Scandal is construed as the equivalent of socially disruptive violence
and imagined to have the same effects.

Whereas gossip provides its participants with an instrument with
which to unpick perceived instances of public secrecy and a way of sur-
reptitiously monitoring the activities of the state, scandal is one of the
means by which this public is itself regulated. Clare Brant has empha-
sised the programmatic aspects of scandal by comparing its operation to
that of the law, arguing that both are mechanisms of definition and con-
trol. Each share an interest in controlling representation, but as Brant
argues, ‘if scandal involve[s] the deregulation of representation, the law
is its regulatory opposite’.’! However, the relationship between scandal
and the law extends further than the structural affinity Brant identifies,
as it is the operation of the law that creates scandal as an identifiable
discourse. Kathryn Temple has recently advanced a similar argument,
contending that ‘scandal gains its cultural and historical weight from
the law’.!2 Much in the same way that the regulation of the press with
laws of libel, which was intended to replace the secrecy legislated by the
Licensing Act with a form of institutionalised openness, actually cre-
ated the need for subterfuge, so the law also creates scandal. Scandal is
what does not conform to the legal rules of evidence, what is considered
improper, impolitic or, at the extreme, seditious.

This demonstrates the fact that gossip and scandal stand in a very
different relation to the public sphere. The very existence of scandal sug-
gests the presence of a public - this is the group of people whose shared
norms have been offended - but this public is not yet fully realised.
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Michael Warner’s observation on the relation between gossip, scandal
and the public is crucial, because it returns our attention to readers. He
argues: ‘the idea that superiors can be defamed in print suggests a con-
flict between a social order in which ‘superiors’ has a referent, and a
discursive order in which the act of reading can be equivalent to a polit-
ical act of censure’.!® The next chapter focuses on the popularisation of
gossip in the genre of the secret history and undertakes a critical analysis
of the role of readers in negotiating the relation between gossip, scandal,
and the democratic public sphere.



2

Reading Secrets of State: Delarivier
Manley and the New Atalantis

ata’lantis: (n) Brief title of a romance satirising those who had
effected the Revolution of 1688; hence generally a secret or
scandalous history.

OED

In October 1709, it seemed as if the whole of London was reading the
same book. Delarivier Manley’s newly-published Secret Memoirs and Man-
ners of Several Persons of Quality, of both Sexes, from the New Atalantis
was a secret history of the Whig administration that had controlled the
English state without serious challenge for almost two decades.! The nar-
rative uncovered a series of pretended scandals — sexual, financial, and
diplomatic — that embroiled members of the administration and moti-
vated their public decisions. In the process, the New Atalantis divests the
proceedings of the court and cabinet of their customary secrecy. This
movement towards political openness is complicated by the fact that
the information the text contains is encoded by its narrative strategies:
contemporary figures are represented in fictional guises and at no point
do their real names appear in the text. Moreover, although keys iden-
tifying the real-life individuals indicated by the novel’s characters were
customarily published, these supplementary texts do not simply unlock
the information the novel contains. Rather, the narrative of the New
Atalantis enacts a complicated double movement between secrecy and
openness.

Although Manley’s secret history was published as Secret Memoirs and
Manners of Several Persons of Quality, of both Sexes, from the New Atalantis,
it was customarily referred to by only a portion of this title, as the New
Atalantis. This practice not only reduced a cumbersome title to a man-
ageable length, but it also foregrounded the political vision the text

38
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articulates by emphasising Manley’s engagement with Francis Bacon’s
earlier work of political philosophy, the New Atlantis (1623). In this
unfinished text, Bacon presents a utopian vision of an enlightened
society dedicated to uncovering the secrets of nature through rational
scientific inquiry. In a seeming paradox, this civilisation is dominated by
imperatives of secrecy and goes to great lengths to ensure their presence
remains undetected by the inhabitants of those countries they survey.
The secrecy surrounding their activities extends to the knowledge gath-
ered, and the members of Solomon’s House - the institution dedicated
to the discovery of scientific knowledge and the kingdom’s ruling body —
only selectively disseminate their discoveries to the wider community.
As one of the brethren explains, ‘we have consultations [as to] which of
the inventions and experiences that we have discovered shall be made
public, and which not, [...] concealing those which we think fit to keep
secret’.? Here, secrecy is a technology of power and is presented as a
legitimate means of governing the nation. Manley’s addition of an extra
‘a’ to the imagined location, Atalantis, marks her departure from this
vision and signals her dislocation of Bacon’s vision of institutionalised
secrecy.’

Readers from all walks of London life eagerly devoured the Atalantis
and members of the court and cabinet grew alarmed by its popular
success. The Duchess of Marlborough, who held no less than three pres-
tigious court offices and was Queen Anne’s intimate friend, was troubled
by its content and wrote to the queen excerpting some of the book’s
more incendiary scenes. Soon after, members of parliament instigated
Manley’s arrest on charges of seditious libel along with the book’s three
printers.* Their collective alarm, as history shows, was well founded. The
satiric targets of Manley’s secret history, the Whig administration, were
defeated resoundingly at the elections following the Atalantis’s publi-
cation, and the text has been credited with this dramatic turn in the
political fortunes of the nation by both eighteenth-century observers
and modern-day historians. Its effects were such that the publication of
the New Atalantis has recently been described as ‘an intervening event
in the cultural life of early eighteenth-century Britain.”

Manley’s subsequent career is inextricably linked to the New Atalantis.
Her fictionalised autobiography, The Adventures of Rivella, reflects this
through its subtitle, The History of the Author of the Atalantis. In fact, the
New Atalantis not only elicited many imitations - including Atalantis
Major (1711), The Court of Atalantis (1714) and The German Atalantis
(1715) - but also became a byword for the genre it exemplified, the
secret history. Alexander Pope, Manley’s contemporary, famously used



40 Reading Gossip in Early Eighteenth-Century England

the New Atalantis in The Rape of the Lock (1714) to emblematise the secret
history, a genre he believed would prove ephemeral. Henry Fielding also
reached for Manley’s example in the mid-eighteenth century to char-
acterise the genre of scandal, referring to a species of contemporary
authors as ‘Atalantis writers’, while more than a century later, Byron
claimed ironically that he would avoid relating the immoral parts of
Don Juan’s adventures as he ‘disdain[ed] to write an Atalantis’.® In fact,
the word ‘atalantis’ appears in the OED defined as a ‘secret or scan-
dalous history’. Through the scandals both represented and occasioned
by the New Atalantis, Manley is inextricably linked to the formation and
conventions of the secret history.

A scandalous genre: defining the secret history

The genre of the secret history, of which the New Atalantis is a part, is
arguably one of the most complex of the eighteenth century’s many lit-
erary forms. Its narratives are a self-conscious blend of fiction, politics
and gossip, designed to engage the reader’s attention equally in the fic-
tional and the referential levels of the text. The genre both engages and
subverts the documentary record by imagining what takes place behind
the closed doors of public events. The term ‘secret history’ indicates
this oblique relationship to official history, suggesting that the genre
both publicises and preserves secrets. These partisan revisions of official
history are encoded by a set of narrative techniques, ranging from the
substitution of dashes for key letters in individual names — a practice
referred to as ‘disemvowelling’ by Alexander Pope, but called ‘innu-
endo’ in the technical language of the court’ - to forms of disguise that
were more elaborate and fictional. The success of secret histories often
depended on the strength of their disguise: it not only enabled these
texts to avoid prosecution under the libel laws which stipulated that an
individual must be named for a libel to have occurred, but it also pro-
vided the semblance of secrecy that was a key part of the genre’s popular
appeal. Indeed, while the practice of substituting dashes for the mid-
section of proper names ostensibly screens the individual represented, it
also invites discovery of their identity. These techniques indicate, rather
than conceal, the hidden meanings of the text and license readers to go
beyond or beneath the narrative in order to uncover its recessed public
meanings.

The secret history in general — and the New Atalantis in particular —
is experiencing something of a critical renaissance and has become cen-
tral to the revised history of the novel.® The reader is central to this
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critical re-visioning, and substantial attention has been devoted to map-
ping the relationship between the secret history and its audience. For
most scholars, this relationship is figured within the text by the repeat-
edly enacted seduction of innocent women by duplicitous and desiring
men. In the first theoretical reconsideration of the genre, Ros Ballaster
argues that the seduced woman represents the text’s female reader, who
is taught more sophisticated (indeed suspicious) principles of reading
by the events of the narrative, a process that allegorises the struggle for
a specifically female authority in sexual, aesthetic, and party political
representation.” Although Ballaster argues that the fictional and fac-
tual plots of the secret history must be read dialectically, and neither
regarded as a disposable cover for the ‘real’ content, it is the recurring
scenes of seduction that are central to her analysis. This single interpre-
tative focus is signalled by her adoption of the term ‘amatory fiction’ to
define a genre that, by her own admission, gave equal weight to its sex-
ual and its political plots. Ballaster’s reading suggests that women writers
who sought to intervene in public matters had to recreate themselves as
objects of erotic allure and deploy elaborately sexualising subterfuges.
She does not consider the directly political elements of the fiction, argu-
ing that ‘the flagrant instrumentalism of Manley’s scandal fiction [.. ]
has blinded critics to the complexity of her negotiation between and
subversion of dichotomies of gender and genre’.!° Here, the elements of
Manley’s fiction that were designed in response to contemporary politics
and intended as party polemic are contained by a paradigm that main-
tains political matters are only articulated through seduction.!” Such an
interpretation reflects the normative gendering of public and private,
suggesting that even these polemical and scandalous narratives must
confine their political engagement to a feminised and apolitical realm
of representation and artistic production.

The majority of readings that follow in Ballaster’s wake focus on
the sexualised aspects of the secret history and install the triumvirate
of Aphra Behn, Manley, and Eliza Haywood as the genre’s principal
practitioners. There are, however, vital differences in the way these
women experiment with the secret history that their continual trian-
gulation elides. Aphra Behn’s Love Letters between a Nobleman and his
Sister (1684-7) is a case in point. Often understood as the first popu-
larly successful secret history, Love Letters was inspired by the public
scandal generated when Ford, Lord Grey eloped with Henrietta Berkeley.
Their story, as Philander and Silvia, unfolds in three volumes published
over four years as the scandal of their romance was itself was devel-
oping. While there is no doubting its commitment to public political
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commentary, Love Letters soon dispenses with the immediate applica-
tion of Grey and Berkeley’s story as that story develops its own narrative
interest. The introduction of Octavio, an essential but entirely fictional
figure in the lovers’ story, in the second volume is an important sign of
this change in direction. Love Letters attests to the capacity of the secret
history to tell stories of private life, whereas the New Atalantis exploits
the position of the genre on the borders of the public and the private
domains.

Michael McKeon has recently added to the growing body of scholar-
ship on the secret history. In The Secret History of Domesticity, McKeon
considers the genre as part of a broad epistemological history of pub-
lic and the private in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century England.
While McKeon is attentive to the signifying relation between the genre’s
private and public plots, he concentrates on the way in which these
narratives tell stories of private life that gradually subsume their direct
public application. He argues that the key to reading these secret his-
tories lies in learning to supplement public reference with the private
exemplarity of what is ‘characteristic’.'> This concentration on the
development of literary and epistemological techniques for represent-
ing private life leads McKeon to select examples that offer sustained
narrative and character development, such as Aphra Behn'’s Love Letters.
Consequently, he diminishes the importance of the New Atalantis in
spite of its well-documented public effects and lasting influence.'® Like
Ballaster, McKeon concentrates on the narrative elements of the secret
history, rather than its political application. In so doing, they each
overlook the specificities of the genre, in particular its strategies of refer-
ence. By focusing on the reader as an individual agent and a rhetorical
figure in the New Atalantis, I aim to show how the secret history con-
tributed to a revolution in reading practices that by turns enabled and
challenged the cultural, literary and political transition from secrecy to
openness.

The secret history is located neither in the public nor the private, but
instead explores the boundaries and the connections between these two
spheres. Readers were intimately involved in this experimental inquiry
and were invited to participate in delineating the domain of both the
public and private through the referential structure of the secret history.
There is a long tradition of referentiality in the secret history that is
important for beginning to understand the place of the reader in the
narrative, a tradition that begins in France. It has long been acknowl-
edged that English authors of secret histories were indebted to French
authors. As early as 1969, John Richetti contended that the secret history
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was an ‘adaptation and localisation of French techniques’, and asked
‘why were these romans a clef so successfully naturalised in England?
and what does their popularity [...] tell us about the taste and ideo-
logical requirements of their wide audience?’'* The story of the secret
history and its French origins has been told, with different emphases,
by a number of theorists, but I want to revisit Richetti’s original ques-
tions as the initial step in proposing an alternative theoretical model for
the secret history.

Perhaps the most conspicuous example of the intellectual debt owed
to authors across the channel is the preface to The Secret History of
Queen Zarah (1705), a secret history of Sarah Churchill, the Duchess
of Marlborough, once thought to be by Delarivier Manley." This pref-
ace establishes the poetics of the secret history and, in doing so, the
anonymous author positions the developing genre as an antidote to
the excesses of multi-volume romances. The secret history values realis-
tically detailed characters rather than exaggerated heroic virtues and,
unlike the admiring narration of romance, adopts an impartial nar-
rative voice that leaves the business of judging characters and events
to the reader. In articulating this competitive claim, the author sug-
gests these differences in literary taste express differences in national
character, asserting that ‘the little Histories which have banished
[French] Romances are much more agreeable to the brisk and impetu-
ous humour of the English, who naturally have no taste for long-winded
performances’.'® Accordingly, the preface has been widely anthologised
and cited by contemporary scholars who seek to chart the origins of
the eighteenth-century British novel."” However, it is a literal transla-
tion of an essay in a French courtesy book that itself paraphrases an
earlier French publication.'® The preface attests to the complex connec-
tions between English and French fiction in the seventeenth and early
eighteenth century, rather than expressing — as it is most often thought
to do - a particularly English aesthetic sensibility.

As the preface to Queen Zarah indicates, the secret history was often
pitted against the romance, a practice that was equally common in
France and in England. However, the clear differences between the two
genres covers over an important commonality: the heroic romance, like
the secret history, embedded portraits of contemporary individuals in
otherwise fictional narratives. Madeleine de Scudéry was perhaps the
most popular and prolific exponent of this genre, and her multi-volume
romances met with a wide readership in England and France alike. Her
narratives use the threads of historical stories as a means of weaving
narratives of more topical events. For example, the ostensible subject
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of Artamene, ot le Grand Cyrus (30 vols, 1649-53) is the exploits of
Cyrus the Great, a king of ancient Persia who features in the histories of
Herodotus and Xenophon, but embedded within this account is a nar-
rative of the recent civil insurrection of against the Crown by members
of the high nobility and judiciary (collectively known as the Fronde). In
using romance to allegorise politics, Scudéry’s narratives suggest that pri-
vate matters provide the hidden impetus for and the interpretative key
to public events. Throughout, the leading intriguers are dressed up in
costume borrowed from ancient Persia and become the focus of the nar-
rative. Representing the rebellious frondeurs as the heroes and heroines
of ancient Persia unquestionably glorifies the nobility as it diminishes
the role of the crown. The effect of this strategy, as Erica Harth has
argued, is to appropriate history for the aristocracy just as they were
beginning to be excluded from its processes.'

Portraits of hundreds of court luminaries are woven into this fabric
and hundreds more lobbied for the favour of being included in subse-
quent volumes. A contemporary remarked: ‘You wouldn’t believe how
happy the ladies are to be put into her novel, more exactly, to have peo-
ple see their portraits there.””® There was no reliable method by which
the general reader of this text could unlock these resemblances; even
the enterprising reader who applied to the author for assistance was
rebuffed. ‘The reason for my refusal,” Scudéry wrote, ‘is that [ have never
made one.’”! The referential level of these heroic romances would only
have been accessible to aristocratic readers as it required familiarity with
the dense conventions of allegorical representation, as well as a social
acquaintance that would enable the characteristics that anchored each
portrait to be recognised. Together, this forged a sense of ‘exclusive com-
plicity’ among the aristocratic readers of the romance and enhanced
their cohesiveness as both a social and a political group.?

The secret history, which the preface to Queen Zarah describes, marks
an aesthetic and ideological break with the conventions of the romance.
It developed as a self-conscious genre, as authors in France and England
alike took advantage of the opportunity offered by prefaces to theo-
rise their own texts. These secret histories appropriated the traditions
of referentiality established by the heroic romance, but provided rep-
resentations of contemporary figures that could be easily identified.
Erica Harth has connected these developments to the political climate
in France, arguing that these new narratives developed in response to
Louis XIV’s decision to reduce the number of his councillors and to relo-
cate the court from Paris to the more remote Versailles.?* Secret histories,
which unfolded sexually scandalous narratives of private escapades in
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a now-remote court, were read by nobles and bourgeoisie alike and
developed as a kind of outsiders’ history at a time when both groups
found themselves excluded from political processes. In fact, Harth
asserts the genre ‘betrayed an undeniably democratising tendency in its
break with the traditions of the roman a clef.’** Robert Mayer agrees,
and has argued that in England, as in France, short fictional forms
developed as part of an aesthetic that was specifically bourgeois and
constituted a ‘repudiation by middling-sort writers of a self-consciously
aristocratic form.’?®

These secret histories provide their readers with an interpretative key
to public events and thus fill the growing gap between the court and
the public. The entire oeuvre of Marie Catharine La Motte, Baronne
d’Aulnoy, comprising fourteen works in total, was translated into
English and several of these titles proved so popular with readers that
they went through more English editions than they did French. In fact,
one of Manley’s first works of prose fiction, the Lady’s Pacquet of Let-
ters (1707), was initially published alongside d’Aulnoy’s Memoirs of the
English Court. This provides an unmistakable indication of how Manley
wanted to position herself within the London marketplace. D’Aulnoy’s
most influential narratives, Memoirs of the Court of Spain and Memoirs
of the Court of England, narrate a succession of amorous adventures that
involve noblemen and ladies of the court. The narratives themselves
are episodic, relating a series of seemingly unconnected intrigues such
that the reader is privy to a cornucopia of intrigue and scandal. These
narratives expose the true character of political insiders and explain the
real motivation for political decisions by revealing the sexual intrigues
that occurred in cabinet and cabal and, in the process, make significant
epistemological claims. Employing this type of narrative to allegorise
political events implies that the truth of these public occurrences is to
be found in private events, and that one must be privy to these secret
machinations in order to understand political proceedings.

The extension of an interpretative key to readers was taken further
in England, as the example of John Barclay’s Argenis (1621) illustrates.
In Annabel Patterson’s words, Argenis is ‘an encoded and fictionalised
account of European history’, especially the recent wars of religion in
France, told through a romance narrative that focuses on Argenis, the
princess of Sicily, and the four aspirants to her hand in marriage.
A supplementary text identifying the historical figures indicated by the
text’s characters, known as a key, was published shortly after the novel
itself, and both texts were translated into English from the original
Latin on several occasions.?® One of these translators, Robert le Grys,
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addressed the inclusion of a key, explaining that it allowed readers to
draw from the text ‘what profitable knowledge they possibly may, not
slightly passing it over as an idle Romance, in which there were no other
fruit conteined but fantastical tales’.?” Le Grys illustrates the opposi-
tion between the heroic romance and the secret history by juxtaposing
the utility of the text he has translated with ‘idle Romance’. He also
indicates the ideological underpinnings of the new genre as it had
been translated to England. The referential level of such texts was not
intended to be an exclusive secret; rather, contemporary events were
depicted in a transparent disguise and identification of the text’s real-life
referents was ensured through the convention of a key.

The keys to Argenis that were wrought by its various translators take
the form of discursive essays that disclose the identities of the prin-
cipal characters and contextualise these identifications within a broad
interpretation of the narrative.?® The keys that accompanied later secret
histories, including the New Atalantis, took a very different form. These
supplementary texts list the biographical counterparts of the narrative’s
satirically drawn characters against the page numbers on which their
representation can be found, providing readers with an index to the
real-life content of the secret histories they accompany. This graphic
design juxtaposes the fictional and referential levels of the text, suggest-
ing that their relationship requires no mediation: the key is a device
that enables the meaning of the narrative to be ‘unlocked’ or decoded.
This suggestion has been taken up and elaborated in critical accounts
of the secret history where the narrative techniques of genre and the
phenomenon of the key that accompanies them, are understood to be a
result of the operation of the law of seditious libel that prohibited reflec-
tion, however truthful, on the government and its ministers.>” Lennard
Davis, for example, argues that the narratives of the secret history are
‘a mere tactic or ploy for the concealed message. The surface is now the
alibi for the genuine material it conceals.”*° Here, meaning is effectively
relocated to the supplementary text and the key becomes the repository
for the meaning of the narrative.

Eighteenth-century authors often appear to endorse this understand-
ing of their narrative techniques and were, as Catherine Gallagher
has noted, ‘fond of expiating on both their necessity and their
transparency’.?! Manley would later conjecture that the prosecution’s
case in her own trial for seditious libel had foundered because she ‘served
her self with romantick names, and a feigned scene of action’.?? In an
oft-cited pamphlet, Jonathan Swift explains the methods employed by
his contemporaries to circumvent the law. He writes:
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we have several Ways here of abusing one another, without incur-
ring the Danger of the Law. First, we are careful never to print a
Man’s Name out at length; but as I do that of Mr St——: So that
although every Body alive knows whom I mean, the Plaintiff can
have no Redress in any Court of Justice. Secondly, by putting Cases;
Thirdly, by Insinuations; Fourthly, by celebrating the Actions of oth-
ers, who acted directly contrary to the Persons we would reflect on;
Fifthly, by Nicknames, either commonly known or stamp’d for the
purpose, which every Body can tell how to apply.*

Swift discusses literary techniques as evasive technicalities and implies
that the complex techniques of suggestion and subterfuge constitute a
narrative mask that can be discarded.** However, the techniques that
Swift highlights — innuendo, fictional names, and irony — do not merely
lead the reader to a real-life individual, but they introduce a crucial
ambiguity into the text.

There is no simple correspondence between the fictional and referen-
tial levels of a secret history that the key enabled the reader to decode.
The complex relationship between the levels of reference is elaborated in
Barclay’s Argenis as Nicompompous, the poet and a figure for the author
within the text, instructs his imagined reader. He declares:

lest they should complaine that they are traduced, there shall be no
man’s picture to be plainely found there. To disguize them, I will have
many inventions that cannot possibly agree to those that I entend to
point at. For this liberty shall bee mine, who am not religiously tyed
to the truth of a History [...] Besides, I will every where give them
imagined names [...] that in this my Booke, he shall erre, as well,
that will have it all to be a true relation of things really done, as he
that takes it to be wholly fained.*

Nicompompous announces his intention to confound fact and fiction
and render them inseparable, alerting the reader to the productive inter-
play between the imagined and referential levels of his tale. He insists
that the fictional elements of his narrative resist decoding.

The actual relationship between the key and the text is one of sup-
plementation, not supersession. Catherine Gallagher also identifies this
aspect of the keys to the New Atalantis, and concludes that the key
operated as a means of rhetorical inflation that ensured the excessive
proliferation of satiric subjects. Faced with this excess of reference in
relation to representation, she argues that readers responded to the
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narrative as a piece of pure fiction.’® However, her focus on the secret
history’s role in creating ‘nobodies’ elides the fact demonstrated by let-
ters, diaries, and marginal annotations: readers were very much focused
on fixing the contents of secret histories on biographical somebodies.
This is especially so in the case of the New Atalantis and consequently
it is important to consider the ways in which the keys intersected with
the narrative and guided the reader to construe the narrative’s references
and produce particular versions of its secret ‘truth’. Given the oft-stated
centrality of the key to the reading experience, it is curious that the tri-
angulated relationship between the reader, the key and the New Atalantis
has yet to be examined. It is to this task that this chapter now turns.

Unlocking the New Atalantis: the key, the text and the
reader

The reader of the New Atalantis comes to the text through a complex nar-
rative frame that highlights the hermeneutic challenge that lies within.
The title page and dedication announce the text has been translated
from a manuscript, originally written in Italian but preserved in a French
translation, that uncovers the secrets of the inhabitants of a remote
island in the Mediterranean. While ostensibly distancing the narrative
from England, this elaborate trope of a twice-translated text functions as
a rhetorical sign that the events of the narrative had a coded contempo-
rary relevance. This is confirmed by the narrative itself, which positively
teems with characters in fictional disguises ranging in complexity from
the intentionally transparent to the deliberately opaque. Figures who
are central to the politics of the text, such as the Duke and Duchess
of Marlborough, appear and re-appear in a number of discrete fictional
guises, and major events are both relocated to a reconstructed past or
projected into an imaginary future.

Certainly not all readers were able to meet the hermeneutic challenge
the New Atalantis posed. Reading the New Atalantis in Oxford, the anti-
quarian Thomas Hearne confessed that it ‘was not easily understood’
without the ‘key that was handed about’; while Sir William Trumbull,
who had retired to his family estate on the fringes of Windsor Forest
in 1698, went to great lengths to obtain a key to aid his own interpre-
tation of the text.’” Indeed, Manley herself seems to acknowledge her
references might be opaque in a letter to Robert Harley, sent with a copy
of the Memoirs of Europe on the day of its publication. She writes: ‘if
anything moves your curiosity, I shall explain what you desire’, sug-
gesting even one of England’s highest-ranking ministers might find her
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references obscure. Readers appear to have applied the keys assiduously
to the text. Often, marginal annotations associating fictional charac-
ters with real life individuals mirror the spelling and syntax of the keys,
indicating they were transcribed directly from its pages. These instances
suggest there were indeed boundaries to a knowing audience.

However, far from equipping their readers with the means to under-
stand the texts they accompany, the keys to secret histories require
careful interpretation themselves. A number of references in the keys
to the Atalantis are disemvowelled. One key to the second volume of
the New Atalantis associates the fictional Prince de Majorca with the
real-life Duke of O ; another is more enigmatic, identifying the char-
acter only as D. O.% This suggests, but does not specify, the biographical
individual who is to be associated with the character. As a number of
biographical individuals are suggested by each combination of letters
and dashes, the satirical targets of the text are multiple and fluid and, as
annotated copies of the New Atalantis demonstrate, readers did indeed
interpret these references variously.*® To complicate matters further, the
keys accompanying early editions only provided page numbers where
the references to biographical persons could be found rather than sup-
plying character names. Consequently readers were required to identify
the specific character on each page to which the key referred, often
having to discern between several possibilities. The reader of a second
edition of the New Atalantis initially identified ‘Laurentia’s mother’
incorrectly as the “Wid[ow] Laurence of Putney’ listed in the key. Realis-
ing his error, he subsequently crossed it out, replacing it with ‘Mrs Rider’
and correctly pairing the reference to the widow Laurence with the
character of Laurentia who appears on the same page.*' Fach identifica-
tion produces an alternative set of referents for the text and a different
version of its libellous ‘truth’.

Anne Bynn recognised this aspect of the New Atalantis and, in a let-
ter to her brother, she admitted that she was ‘somewhat scrupulous to
fix any [characters] on my own conjectures least I shou’d wrong the
innocent.”*> Her language is revealing, as it suggests the reading process
‘fixes’ a particular version of the conduct and character of contem-
poraries. In this sense, secret histories share a structural affinity with
forms of slanderous speech. Judith Butler has written that it is a mis-
take to search for the referents of this type of discourse, since its effect
‘is not to refer beyond itself, but to perform itself, producing a strange
enactment of linguistic immanence.”*®* Consequently, the referents of
the secret history are not simply uncovered by readers; they are pro-
duced by the reading process. It is for this reason that Joseph Addison
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suggests decoding references constitutes the principal pleasure of read-
ing. Once an allusion has been identified, he suggests the reader is ‘not a
little Delighted with its Discoveries and feels something like the satisfac-
tion of an Author from his own Composure’.** The narrative of the New
Atalantis does more than simply refer to real-life individuals; it inter-
pellates them by constructing a particular version of their conduct and
character.

Many of the tales Manley tells in both the New Atalantis and her later
secret histories originate, or are subsequently repeated, in the writings
of her contemporaries. Identifying the textual networks through which
these stories circulates further clarifies the ways in which readers were
encouraged to produce the Atalantis’s libellous truth. Readers who turn
to the key to discover the identity of ‘Monsieur le Chevalier’, a noto-
rious gambler whose mock title was conferred upon him by those he
cheated out of their estates, discover the character represents someone
known as ‘Sir James of the Peak’. However, this is a cant name with
a complicated @tiology bestowed upon the real-life James Ashburne
by members of the political circles in which he moved.** Portraits of
Ashburne drawn under his cant name can also be found in contempo-
rary satirical pamphlets including a Whig broadside published in 1701
and the Tory satire, Faction Display’d (1704).% The reader of Manley’s
secret histories would have had to be familiar with this contemporary
vocabulary in order to understand the reference in the text. The New
Atalantis depicts an affair between Sarah Churchill as the Marchioness
of Caria and Sidney Godolphin (who was lord treasurer and member
of the Whig Junto) as Lord Biron. Allegations of an affair between
these two prominent Whigs are also found in two poems, circulated in
manuscript, which appear to have been written the year before the New
Atalantis was published. These two libellous poems use depictions of the
affair to similar rhetorical effect: voracious sexual appetite is ascribed to
Sarah as a sign of unbounded ambition, while the affair signals the final
corruption of Godolphin’s politics.*” Finally, the New Atalantis invents
an alternative explanation for the rise to power of John Churchill, the
Duke of Marlborough, by suggesting his position is the result of his
sexual exploits rather than his military success. This charge, like the
allegations of an affair between Sarah and Godolphin, also has a his-
tory and can be traced back to a poem entitled The False Favourite’s
Downfall (1692), which circulated in manuscript and appeared in several
printed collections. Manley provides a variation on this general theme,
suggesting Marlborough'’s rise is enabled by an affair with Charles II's
mistress, Barbara Villiers, who he first seduces and then betrays. This
variation is repeated in two anonymous satirical pamphlets that were
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subsequently published in the service of Tory politics and intended to
assist the consolidation of the newly established Tory regime.*® Most
of the scandalous stories contained in the New Atalantis can be traced
through similar antecedents and bequeath similar legacies.

This series of sources suggest another aspect of the keys to Manley’s
secret histories. Rather than referring the reader to an extra-textual real-
ity, they instead refer the reader to an extra-textual fiction. The names
that appear in the keys are not designed to conjure the biographical
person and their actual circumstances, but are intended to invoke the
partisan gossip that exists around these figures and is disseminated in a
variety of written forms. The gossip to which the keys refer the reader
can be understood as a liminal genre: it performs a truth function by
authenticating the narrative, but is itself fictional. By pointing outwards
towards other instances of printed gossip, the referents of Manley’s texts
are constituted through a series of Tory fantasies, or a set of rumours
and speculation devised for political gain and intended to function as
propaganda.

Educated in the habits of active participation by the use of innuen-
does in both the text and the key, the reader was also responsible for
constructing a coherent narrative out of the New Atalantis’s disparate
parts. The Atalantis is a loose collection of stories or anecdotes, told by
the allegorical Intelligence to the goddess Astrea and her mother Virtue
as they tour the fictional island that provides the setting. The events
of the narrative are organised solely by the happenstance of their jour-
ney and, while the events they observe often provide an occasion for
sententious reflection, the characters who narrate the events do not pro-
vide an interpretative framework that links their stories or suggests their
significance. In order to do this, the reader was required to discriminate
between the various anecdotes and to divine the links between the text’s
seemingly unconnected stories.

By no means was all the information contained in the New Atalantis
of immediate political utility and the real-life counterparts of a hand-
ful of the denizens of Manley’s Atalantis had predeceased the novel’s
publication by a number of years. Further, several episodes related in
the text seem only to be tangentially related to the real-life individu-
als with whom they are connected. The earliest scholarship on the New
Atalantis has highlighted the close similarity between the plot of The
Princess of Cleves and the story of Madam St L’Amant’s passionate but
unspoken love for Baron de Mezeray.* These similarities, together with
the suggestive absence of the association from biographical accounts of
Cary Coke and Sir Edmund Baron, the individuals whom the charac-
ters are intended to represent, implies that the story was developed with
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reference to the enormously popular novel rather than the private lives
of the couple it was subsequently associated with. The familiarity of the
story, and the engaging details of the narrative, seems to be more impor-
tant than whether or not the story fitted the circumstances of Coke and
Baron. Readers had to distinguish the contemporary political messages
that were reworked through ‘old Stories that the World had long since
reported’, as Manley later described them, from items that were included
as ‘camouflage’ or ‘textual wadding’.’® The fact that much of the infor-
mation contained in the novel was of little immediate political utility
meant the reader played a critical role in ensuring the text had political
effects.

Reading the New Atalantis was thus an interactive process: in order to
make sense of the text, its references must first be decoded and the infor-
mation then categorised. In this way, the New Atalantis encouraged its
readers to analyse its contents and actively construct the narrative. This
engagement was predetermined, even guaranteed, by the structure of
the text and its accompanying key. The novel itself teems with charac-
ters whose name or title are dashed out (such as Lord ——, Duke de ——,
and Chevalier ——); while these innuendoes are expanded in the keys
with the addition of several letters (there, reference is made to Ld G—n
and the D. of M—g—ue) they are not necessarily expounded. However,
although the practice of substituting dashes for the mid-section of a
proper name ostensibly screens the individual represented, it also invites
the discovery of their identity. This device can be considered as an
incorporation of the habits of manuscript annotation into the material
properties of the text itself. The innuendo, in other words, can best be
regarded as an invitation to the reader to fill the blanks.*! In her compre-
hensive study of both the practice and the genre of marginal annotation,
Heather Jackson emphasises that acts of annotation are always implic-
itly critical. Even in instances where the annotations of readers seem
subservient to the text itself — such as filling in the names left blank —
this type of engagement with a text suggests the annotator presumes to
know at least as much as the author, and so can fill intentional gaps in
the narrative.>

Pressed into active engagement with the text, readers determined
how to construe the New Atalantis’s references and assessed its claims.
They also evaluated the claims of other readers. A particularly vivid
example of this type of engagement is provided by an annotated
copy of the second volume of the New Atalantis preserved in the
collections of the Houghton Library. This copy contains marginal notes
made in the year of the novel’s publication by two successive readers.
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These annotations not only demonstrate each reader’s engagement with
the text, but also their engagement with each other. The second reader
uses the margins to take issue with the identifications established by
the first reader. For example, the first reader ascertained that the woman
the goddesses observe in clandestine labour is a representation of Lady
Harriet Greville; the second reader, however, believes this to be a mistake
as he ‘never heard of such a Lady’.>® Adjacent to a passage describing
the women who have clubbed together to form the ‘mew cabal’, the
first reader notes that ‘Lucy Wharton’, ‘the Countess of Dorchester’, and
‘Mrs Tofts’ are included in their number. The second reader disputes
these identifications and marks his disagreement in the margins of the
text. He crosses out the names recorded by his predecessor, and writes
that ‘I think these names are a great mistake I believe some body else
is mean but I don’t know who' (see Illustration 1).5* The second reader
frequently disagrees with the first reader’s interpretation, and crowds
the margins with his competing interpretation of the text. His nota-
tions reveal him to be all but obsessed with discovering his predecessors
‘great mistakes’ although, in doing so, he makes considerable errors of
his own.® His example suggests that readers not only participated in,

but were also passionately committed to their construction of the text.
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Along with other partisan literature such as pamphlets and peri-
odicals, Manley’s secret history can be considered as instrumental to
the construction of a print vocabulary. This vocabulary entailed a set
of tropes and sobriquets — such as Godolphin as Volpone, and rep-
resentations of Sarah Churchill engaged in extra-martial affairs with
specific Whig luminaries — that were persistently associated with, and
thus used to identify, political and court insiders. These tropes and
sobriquets often intersected with those employed by the political elite
themselves and sometimes, as Manley’s use of James Ashburne’s cant
name demonstrates, represented a direct appropriation of their vocabu-
lary. This meant one did not necessarily have to be politically au courant
in order to understand references by and to these insiders; one could also
be a reader. Peter Wentworth, an equerry in Queen Anne’s court, indi-
cates this in a letter to his brother, an ambassador who was stationed at
The Hague. Commenting upon the recent Harleyite pamphlet entitled
An Account of a Dream at Harwich (1708) and its newly published key,*
he writes:

I thought "twas not proper for me to send you the Harwich Dream
til I cou’d send you with it another sort of interpretation than the
ill-natured author wou’d have given to’t, tho’ this is not so good as
it might have been, but it will have this good effect that it will pass
upon the mob. 'Tis agreed by all pamphlet readers that there’s noth-
ing obscure in the Dream, but every one readily understands what
the author means, tho’ at first I know the Bulky figure in white lay
between the A. B. of C. and the B. of S.; but the B. of S. carries it
clearly without dispute, for a long [time] the letters (MMTU) was a
puzzler; but now 'tis known to have no more in them than what you
might find in the fifth C[h]ap. of Daniel, mene mene tekel uphrasin,
Hebrew words.%”

Wentworth claims that ‘pamphlet readers’ would readily understand
the references contained in this publication. Even the acronym, formed
from a Hebrew phrase taken from the Bible, that Wentworth initially
finds obscure, recalls a set of specific associations with contempo-
rary politics once expanded. This phrase, meaning ‘your kingdom has
been weighed, counted, found wanting and divided’, was regularly
incorporated into partisan literature since the notorious underground
pamphlet, Mene Tekel: Or the Downfall of Tyranny (1663).>® Although
Wentworth concedes the pamphlet contains some elusive allusions
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which the new key has elucidated, he asserts that, even without its
assistance, ‘everyone readily understands what the author means’.

It was this aspect of Manley’s novel that prominent readers responded
to most immediately. The Atalantis was brought to Sarah Churchill’s
attention by an ‘impertinent’ friend (who was herself implicated in the
volume’s scandal) within days of the publication of the second volume.
Arthur Maynwaring was directed to read the ‘vile book’ on her behalf
and provide an abstract of its contents. Evidently, Maynwaring was
quick to execute Sarah’s commands because he is soon able to reassure
her via letter that the Atalantis contains ‘not a word in it relating to 240
[Sarah herself] but very old, false, and incredible scandal’.>® He reiterates
this in a later letter, insisting there was nothing but ‘old and incredi-
ble stuff of extortion and affairs with 38 [Godolphin] and 28 [Charles,
Duke of Shrewsbury]’.®® Maynwaring did not merely adopt this view
to comfort the Duchess; it was a perspective shared by other readers
in similar circumstances. The New Atalantis repeats well-known stories
detailing the supposed bigamy of William Cowper, the then lord chan-
cellor, and the suspicious circumstances surrounding the drowning of
his brother’s mistress. Yet their mother, Lady Sarah Cowper, was none
too concerned and commented in her diary that ‘the main matter is
but old Dirt grown so dry it may not stick if it be not mixt with new
Stuff’.’! The New Atalantis did indeed repeat gossip already in circula-
tion and both Maynwaring and Cowper are convinced that, since the
novel contains nothing new, it contains nothing that is of concern.
Sarah Churchill, however, responded to Manley’s use of gossip in the
New Atalantis rather differently.

In her letters to Queen Anne, Sarah highlights the impropriety of
the queen’s relationship with Abigail Masham, a bedchamber woman
and current favourite. Sarah writes of a change she has perceived in the
queen’s disposition and actions, and requests she explain ‘what it is that
prevails with you to oppose the advice of all your old servants and coun-
cils, — if it be not that woman [Masham], and those that apply to you
by her’.? Sarah asserts the truth of her charge with reference to the New
Atalantis, writing that although the novel ‘is ridiculous and [...] not well
written’, this is ‘so much the worse, for it shews that the notion is exten-
sively spread among all sorts of people’.®® She reiterates, ‘I hope you will
no longer think [...] I was the only person that discerned the private way
of conversing with Mrs Masham, since all that matter is now in print,
and, notwithstanding the prosecution, I suppose sold at every shop.’®*
Here, Sarah uses Manley’s novel as a register of contemporary gossip in
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order to demonstrate that something thought to be secret was in fact
widely known.

Whereas Maynwaring read Manley’s the New Atfalantis as a recitation
of common knowledge, a repetition of what he knew everyone knew,
Sarah recognised that this common knowledge, or gossip, and its reit-
eration in the mediated form of the secret history could have serious
material effects. She drew the potential power of print to the atten-
tion of the queen when informing her of a new ballad that ridiculed
Anne’s relationship with Masham.® In this letter, Sarah recalls that ‘it is
a melancholy thing to remember that your Royall Father was in a man-
ner sung out of his kingdoms by this very tune of lilly bularo’.®® The
tune to which the ballad of Abigail and Anne is set, Lilli Burlero, was an
infamous satire of James II that was believed to be instrumental in effect-
ing the revolution of 1688. A contemporary wrote that its effects ‘cannot
well be imagined by those who saw it not. The whole army and at last all
people both in city and country were singing it perpetually. And perhaps
never had so slight a thing so great an effect’.®” Sarah acknowledges the
power that print can have: by making something common knowledge,
such publications have the potential to sing or write a monarch out
of their kingdom. Similarly, she later confessed her belief that she had
lost the queen’s favour because of the printed gossip, or ‘what we prop-
erly call Grub-Street storys’, that circulated about her own activities.®®
Grub-Street stories can produce powerful effects and their gossip illus-
trates Sandy Petrey’s explication of the potential power of print: ‘a
sign that performs without a referent can acquire a daunting referen-
tial presence’.® By shifting our focus to the tales Manley tells within
her narratives, we are able to consider how this type of information is
disseminated within the novel and what effects it is imagined to have.

Atalantic Intelligence

The New Atalantis begins with the return of the goddess Astrea to the
island of Atalantis, a thinly disguised representation of England, where
she is reunited with her mother, Virtue. This society is a far cry from
Francis Bacon'’s utopian civilisation of the same name. Here, secrecy
is a stratagem used by courtiers to screen their profligate behaviour
and conceal their accretion of political power. Indeed the corruptions
of the English court and cabinet are so notorious that Astrea, having
resolved to educate the future monarch of the celestial world in the
true principles of government, has returned specifically to observe them.



Reading Secrets of State 57

In order to accomplish this design, she summons Lady Intelligence to
accompany her on her journey through the island. Intelligence holds
an important position in the Atalantic court: she is chief attendant
to Princess Fame, to whom she must report whatever information she
uncovers that is ‘new, or of any seeming importance’ (p. 13). She is
given similar responsibilities on her journey with the two goddesses
and accordingly, in the narrative that follows, Intelligence provides
details of the scandals of contemporary Atalantis. While the goddesses,
motivated by their desire to locate moral exempla for their future
monarch, carefully evaluate the stories with which they are regaled,
Intelligence will not allow anything to interrupt her pursuit of secrets
and new information. The comic interplay of perspectives that results
deflates the moral pretensions of Virtue and Astrea, as the goddesses’
sententious moralising is often undercut by Intelligence’s practical inter-
jections, and shifts the focus from evaluation to the dissemination of
information.”

The term ‘intelligence’, as Paula McDowell has highlighted, would
have had very specific connotations for the contemporary reader of
the New Atalantis. Its prevalence in the titles of seventeenth century
newsbooks and serial broadsheets, and the practice of hawking such
publications by crying their titles in London’s busy streets, meant it
functioned as a virtual synonym for news disseminated by print.”!
Intelligence’s suggestive costume — her ‘garments are all hieroglyphics’
(p- 13) - reinforces the association between her fictional character and
print publications. In using intelligence as a synonym for news, these
publications invoked an official category of state knowledge, which
they borrowed for their authority and depended on for their success.
Intelligence in this sense referred to the large body of knowledge gath-
ered by the office of the secretary of state through a network of spies,
correspondents, and post office interceptors. In the absence of estab-
lished channels for the dissemination of news, this office collected
‘news’ of events that took place on the public stage — such as the death
of a foreign monarch or the triumph of the domestic army abroad -
as well as using the techniques of espionage to uncover information
that would otherwise remain secret.”> The secretaries combined their
monopoly on intelligence with substantial powers to regulate the press:
until the Licensing Act lapsed in 1695, their office was one of several
that issued imprimaturs to officially-sanctioned publications, and was
solely responsible for prosecuting breaches of the laws governing the
press.”?
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An association with the secretaries’ office came to be understood as
a type of guarantee as to the truth of the information due to the large
and still-secret body of knowledge that was implicit in each snippet that
was disseminated. A government proclamation against unlicensed news
issued in 1680 and printed in the London Gazette makes it apparent that
good or accurate intelligence was understood as that authorised by the
state. The proclamation reads: ‘it is of great importance to the state,
that all news printed and published to the people, as well as concerning
foreign, as domestic affairs, should be agreeable to the truth, or at least
warranted by good intelligence’.” Early eighteenth-century newspapers,
then, were understood as agents of intelligence as well as organs of pub-
licity. In the New Atalantis, Manley co-opts the figure of truth as defined
through association with officially sanctioned information and places
it within her partisan scandal chronicle. By associating these figures of
official secrecy and truth with Intelligence, Manley lays the foundation
for her satiric representation of contemporary politics.

Although Intelligence’s newsgathering activities are granted careful
license, her occasional relationship to truth is often remarked upon
within the text. Intelligence herself declares that her business is: ‘to
give intelligence of all things, but I take Truth with me when I can
get her. Sometimes, indeed, she’s so hard to recover that Fame grows
impatient and will not suffer me to wait for her slow approach’ (p. 162).
The imperative to disseminate new information is so strong that it will
not often wait discovery of the facts of the matter; the news must be
passed on regardless. Therefore, although Intelligence’s newsgathering
activities appear to be authorised by the narrative structure and by her
official titles, her activities in fact generate a strong association with the
operation of gossip.

This seeming contradiction does not disturb Intelligence’s connection
to the contemporary press; instead, her relationship to truth appears to
mirror that of the press as a result of the legislation governing its opera-
tion. In addition to the law of seditious libel that applied to all printed
materials, there were also specific regulations that restricted the circu-
lation of information about political events. Parliamentary proceedings
were governed by privilege and it was forbidden ‘to print, or publish
any Books or Libels reflecting upon the Proceedings of the House [.. ]
or any members thereof, for, or relating to, his service therein, is a high
violation of the Rights and Privileges of this House’.” Those who trans-
gressed and published domestic political information were prosecuted
assiduously.”® In the absence of current information, authors of printed
newspapers often sought to cast existing information in a new and often
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partisan light and dealt in speculation rather than fact. These accounts
naturally resorted to the same circumlocutions as those who wished
to avoid the laws of seditious libel, employing nicknames, innuendo,
and feigned locations in their discussions of contemporary affairs. Intel-
ligence, literally covered with printed characters, is a self-conscious
modernisation of the trope of gossip. She represents the operation of
gossip as it was institutionalised as a dynamic of print culture.

The Lady Intelligence, however, is not the only source of informa-
tion in the novel, as she occasionally relies on other characters to
supply deficits in her knowledge. These supplementary narrators recall
the forms of gossip that were culturally dominant. The superstitious
countrywoman who relates the circumstances of a recent execution
evokes the association between women and gossip as an uncritical
discourse, while the foppish gentleman they encounter at the races
recalls the developing connotations of gossip as a pastime indulged in
by fashionable men and women (pp. 84-6).”” The distinct differences
between the figure of Intelligence and the representation and relation
of each of these narrators work to clarify Intelligence’s role and also
to redefine the role of gossip within the New Atalantis. The charac-
ter who is most important to this task of redefinition is the midwife
Mrs Nightwork, who is spied by the goddesses as she arrives to attend a
clandestine birth. Intelligence intercepts the midwife as she hurries away
with the newborn and questions her about the lady she has assisted.
Mrs Nightwork is eager to relate the adventures she has experienced in
the course of her occupation. Intelligence takes exception to this, scold-
ing Mrs Nightwork for ‘taking my province from me and engrossing all
the scandal’ and suggests that, in telling stories freely, she is breaking a
professional code requiring her discretion (p. 138). Unlike the goddesses’
other informants, Mrs Nightwork insists that her role is connected to
Intelligence’s own and declares that she and her fellow midwives con-
stitute an unofficial ‘rearguard’ to Princess Fame (p. 138). She insists
she is only forbidden to speak of these matters directly and is entitled
to relate them obliquely. ‘Without this indirect liberty’, she opines, ‘we
should be but ill company to most of our ladies, who love to be amused
with the failings of others, and would not always give us so favourable
and warm a reception, if we had nothing of scandal to entertain them
with’ (p. 139). Perhaps taking their cues from these instances, critics
have suggested that a kind of professional rivalry exists between the
Lady Intelligence and Mrs Nightwork.”®

Intelligence disseminates information by virtue of her position as an
attendant on Princess Fame and, as a result, her role as a newsmonger is
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officially sanctioned. In contrast, when Mrs Nightwork tells tales of the
intrigues she has been party to, she does so illicitly and in violation of
the oath she swore as part of her profession. Mrs Nightwork’s defence
against this charge - that her recitation of scandal ensures her popular-
ity with those she assists — points to a further crucial distinction between
herself and the Lady Intelligence. Mrs Nightwork tells her tales to enter-
tain and divert ladies, and by implication encourages them to indulge
their delight in the failings of others, while the stories Intelligence tell
have a specific purpose. Indeed, Intelligence explicitly defends herself
against the charges Mrs Nightwork so easily concedes by claiming a
definite purpose for herself and her tales:

Did I wrong the good! accuse the innocent! that indeed would
be blameable, but the libertine in practice, the devotee in profes-
sion, those that with the mask of hypocrisy undo the reputation of
thousands, ought pitilessly, by a sort of retaliation, to be exposed
themselves, and which I beg leave to appeal to the divine Astrea,
whether it not be justice? (p. 137)

By claiming a political purpose, which implicitly recalls the frame narra-
tive’s political project of educating a future monarch, Intelligence guards
against the assumption that her tales are mere entertainment.

In itself, the gossipy content was not enough to generate the scandal
of the New Atalantis: although contemporary readers were eager to read
the text, they did not seem to be startled by the revelations the text
contained. Recall Arthur Maynwaring’s reaction, recorded in a letter to
Sarah Churchill, that the text contained nothing but ‘very old, false, and
incredible scandal’.”® Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, who was then living
in the country and always eager to hear news of the court, read the first
volume of the New Atalantis shortly after its publication in mid-1709.
She was not astounded by its contents: rather, she hoped that Manley’s
‘faint essay’, or attempt, would encourage a ‘better pen to give more ele-
gant and secret memoirs.” Upon hearing news of Manley’s arrest, along
with her printer and publisher, on charges of seditious libel, Montagu
seemed to think the ministry had overreacted and claimed to ‘have five
hundred arguments at my fingers’ end to prove the ridiculousness of
those creatures that think it worth while to take notice of what is only
designed for diversion’.®

Manley was arrested on 29 October, a little over a week after the
second volume of the New Atalantis was published. She remained in
custody for eight days before being admitted to bail on 5 November.
Despite Manley’s request for a ‘speedy examination’, the charges were
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not heard until February the following year.8! Manley was examined
by Sunderland in his capacity as secretary of state and the trial was
subsequently held at the court of the Queen’s Bench.®? Evidently the
prosecution was not successful and, although no records survive, it
appears the charges were dropped. The only detailed account of the trial
is to be found in Manley’s own writings, in her fictionalised autobiog-
raphy The Adventures of Rivella: A History of the Author of the Atalantis
(1714). Here, Manley wonders whether the charges were dismissed
because ‘the persons in power were ashamed to bring a woman to her
trial for writing a few amorous trifles purely for her own amusement,
or that our laws were defective, as most persons conceiv’d, because she
had serv’d her self with romantick names and a feign’d scene of action?’
Rivella emphasises the public aspects of the trial in her account and con-
fides that, on several occasions, the Secretary of State ‘expos[ed] her in
person to walk cross the court before the bench of judges’.®® This sug-
gests that Manley experienced the trial as a public spectacle, and there
is some indication that it was. Its existence and progress were remarked
upon in several contemporary letters and diaries.®* It was the operation
of the law, as much as the content of Manley’s text, that created the
scandal of the New Atalantis.

As an author of scandalous fictions and disseminator of gossip,
Manley stands in a problematic relationship to the figures of Intelli-
gence and Nightwork. The superficial similarities are such that it has
been suggested that the Lady Intelligence be read as Manley’s ‘emblem-
atic self-representation’.® It is true that Intelligence’s defense of the
scandalous aspects of her information — that, by exposing hypocrisy,
such stories were narrated in the pursuit of justice — echoes the stan-
dard defense of Augustan satire that Manley employed in the service
of her own novels. In the preface to the second volume of the New
Atalantis, for example, she claims that a satire such as hers serves as a
substitute for the law because it performs a comparable public service. By
directing her satire at particular individuals, rather than at immorality
in general, her narrative prevents ‘vice [from] stalk[ing] at noon, secure
from reproach’ (p. 132). However, the manner in which Mrs Nightwork
defends her gossiping — by asserting that she may tell secrets indirectly
and indeed must provide such entertainments in order to be popular
with her clients — shadows Manley’s own novel disturbingly and thus
complicates any equation of Manley with Intelligence. Nightwork is pre-
vented from directly relating the events she encounters in the course of
her profession, but she claims a loophole that enables her to discuss such
matters indirectly: ‘I must not say I delivered my lady such a one of a
lovely boy in such a place and at such a time, that is being directly
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forsworn. But I may say, I did such a lady (describing her person as
well as I can) the good office, but can’t for my life imagine who she
is’ (p. 139). This recalls the techniques of Manley’s own secret history
and echoes the preface to the second volume of the Atalantis, where she
remarks disingenuously that it is unnecessary to justify her techniques
because she writes not of England but of ‘an island with which those of
ours are but little acquainted’ (p. 132).

Indeed, Manley often relies upon the tropes of gossip that the Lady
Intelligence disdains. This self-representation is particularly apparent in
her fictionalised autobiography, The Adventures of Rivella. Manley claims
that in writing the Atalantis she merely took ‘up old stories that all the
world had long since reported’ and was motivated to do so by the treat-
ment she had received herself: ‘she did no more by others, than others
had done by her (i.e.) tattle of frailties; the town had never shown any
indulgence, but on the contrary reported ten-fold against her in matters
of which she was wholly innocent’.3® This is articulated, however, in a
fictionalised representation of her trial for seditious libel and recalls the
fact that the majority of these representations of her authorial project as
gossip were written by Manley after her arrest and prosecution for the
content of the New Atalantis. Perhaps these representations demonstrate
that the position adopted by Intelligence proved untenable for Manley
herself. Moreover, they illustrate the utility of the trope of gossip — that
it is a way of disseminating information but, when pressed, disavowing
intent.

Revealing Intelligence: court politics and Sarah Churchill

The specific positions that Intelligence is said to hold within Princess
Fame’s court are crucial. She is ‘groom of the stole’ and ‘first lady
of the bedchamber’, the positions occupied in Queen Anne’s house-
hold by Manley’s real-life satiric target, Sarah Churchill the Duchess
of Marlborough. This can be no accident, especially within the genre
of the secret history which continually prompts its readers to seek an
extra-textual significance for its narrative elements. The correspondence
of their roles was first noticed by McDowell who, reading Intelligence
as a figure for Manley, argues that it reveals a fundamental affinity
between the author and her satiric target. Both Manley and Churchill
are ‘female intelligencers’; women who sought political involvement
through the newly available medium of print.®” Curiously, McDowell
does not press this association further by considering the place of the
groom of the stole within the Stuart court. A close examination of
the duties of this office reveals a significant connection between the
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operation of the court and the operation of Manley’s text. It is this
connection that unlocks the politics of the New Atalantis.

The groom of the stole was arguably one of the most important
offices in the royal household. As part of the elaboration of the royal
household under Henry VIII, the monarch’s most private apartments —
the privy or bedchamber — were separated from the chamber proper
and duties allocated accordingly. The ceremonial life of the monarch
remained the responsibility of the lord chamberlain and his staff, but
private body service to the monarch became the responsibility of the
bedchamber staff, headed by the groom of the stole.’® By the reign of
William III, the groom of the stole had become the third great office
of the royal household and the intimate connection to the monarch
represented by the privilege of body service was a clear sign of the
office’s prestige.® By using this office to indicate the close relation-
ship between Intelligence and Princess Fame, Manley demonstrates that
the significance of these offices within the royal household was widely
known.

The new status of the bedchamber and its principal officer was artic-
ulated in the bedchamber ordinances, formulated by William in 1689
and adopted by Anne on her accession to the throne. This ordinance
established the groom of the stole at the peak of its public dignity and
importance: it was now the third great office of the royal household
(after the lord chamberlain and lord steward).”® The groom of the stole
was entrusted with considerable power as her main responsibility was
regulating access to the monarch.

Anne’s continual poor health meant she spent a significant amount of
time in her bedchamber, and so the groom of the stole was a particularly
powerful position during her reign. As the ordinance decreed, individ-
uals were only granted access to the bedchamber and the queen at the
discretion of the groom of the stole. Only the highest office holders —
the lords of the Privy Council and the secretary of state — were admitted
as a matter of course.”’ The groom of the stole performed this regulatory
function even during public drawing rooms, as royal etiquette stipulated
that one could not approach the monarch before being formally pre-
sented by the holder of this office. Perhaps the most significant mark of
distinction was that the groom of the stole was the only member of the
royal household who did not have to ‘send in’ to the monarch to see if
they would be received. The groom of the stole not only had unlimited
access to the monarch herself but was also authorised to limit the access
of others.”

The nature of the power exercised by the groom of the stole is evident
in the symbol associated with the office: a gold key on a blue ribbon,
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worn as a badge of office. This key not only symbolised the unrestricted
access enjoyed by the holder of this office but also provided it, as it
opened the royal bedchamber as well as the doors to the gardens, privy
lodgings, and rooms of state in the various royal palaces.”® Indeed, just
as the lord chamberlain, lord steward and lord treasurer were frequently
referred to by their symbol of office, as ‘white staves’, so the symbol
of this office often replaced its name in contemporary parlance. Peter
Wentworth substituted the symbol for the office in his correspondence
and makes the implications of this rhetorical move explicit. Comment-
ing on the appointment of a new groom of the stole on the accession of
George I, he remarks: ‘I think the Duke of Argyle very wise in accepting
the key to the P— [Prince] for it will give him frequenter access to court
than the junto men care for.”* The gold key of office appears promi-
nently in Sarah’s portrait and her occupation of this office was a source
of considerable pride (see Illustration 2).

Illustration 2 Sir Godfrey Kneller, Sarah, Duchess of Marlborough, [1700],
Petworth, The Egremont Collection (acquired in lieu of tax by H.M. Treasury in
1957 and subsequently transferred to The National Trust). © NTPL/Tim Stephens.
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Manley’s use of these titles to signify Intelligence’s central role in the
information business at a time when anxiety over the political influence
of Anne’s bedchamber women was a dominant cultural preoccupation is
significant. By using this specific figure of official secrecy, Manley focuses
her satiric representation on a single, prominent political figure and so
gives her satire an immediate political utility. The charge most often
levelled against Sarah Churchill in satires of the period was that she
illegitimately privatised Queen Anne and monopolised royal bounty.
A satirical poem of 1708, for example, represents Sarah as entirely dictat-
ing the actions of her queen: ‘Nor shall she dare at my directing nod/To
own her kindred, friends, her church, her God.”*® Indeed, part of Sarah’s
fury at Abigail Masham, her cousin and Queen Anne’s bedchamber-
woman, was elicited by the fact that Masham had found a way to bypass
Sarah’s role as the queen’s gatekeeper, by sneaking Robert Harley into
the bedchamber and the presence of the queen by the famous ‘back-
stairs’. Royal favourites behave in a similarly repressive manner in the
New Atalantis. After observing the conduct of the Atalantic court and,
in particular, the behaviour of the characters designed to represent the
Marlboroughs, Astrea announces she will forbid her prince to:

oppress his nation with the pride and avarice of favourites. That
monarch who would entirely discharge his duty should have none
[...] Have not all his subjects an equal title to the benefit of his
attributes? And, how is it, then, that he suffers one or two to engross
those benefits, representing things through their false, mischievous,
or flattering glass, appropriating the royal ear and favour that should
be open and shine diffusively as does the sun? (p. 211).

This criticism of royal favourites, directed particularly at Sarah
Churchill, is reiterated throughout Manley’s later secret history, Mem-
oirs of Europe. There, Sarah is said to have deprived ‘the noble Patricians
that in former Reigns have serv’d their Country’ of office, and presiding
over a court where the ‘few had usurp’d the Royalties of many’.

The contrast between the Duchess of Marlborough’s performance of
her duties as groom of the stole and the manner in which these duties
are discharged by Intelligence is instructive and points to Manley’s
satiric intentions. Unlike Sarah Churchill, who used her ‘key’ to make
the monarchy secret and privatise the monarch within her chamber,
Intelligence cannot keep anything to herself. Indeed, it is her very busi-
ness to reveal all she knows. Upon her initial meeting with Astrea and
Virtue, Intelligence declares she is ‘engaged in a very pressing affair.
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To be short, between friends, the King of this island is just dead; ’tis
yet a mighty secret, but I must make what haste I can to divulge it'.
When entrusted with the secret of the goddesses’ identities moments
later, Intelligence confesses, ‘the honour of being let into so important
a secret sits heavy upon me, 'till I have disburthened myself’ (p. 13). In
making Intelligence the ‘groom of the stole’, Manley is appropriating a
symbol of secrecy and illegitimate restriction for her own satiric ends.
The key that Sarah had used to closet the monarch becomes central in
Manley’s satire and its symbolism is reversed: rather than indicating the
unrestricted access of an individual office holder, while also suggesting
the capacity of that individual to prevent the access of others, the key is
metamorphosed into part of the novel’s textual apparatus. As a printed,
supplementary text, the key to the New Atalantis becomes an instrument
to release information about secret intrigues.

The critique of secrecy is conducted on all levels of the New Atalantis,
and its cumulative effect is perhaps best demonstrated by the narra-
tion of the activities of the ‘new Cabal’, an exclusively female ‘sect’
encountered by the goddesses on their tour of Atalantis. Like the figure
of Intelligence herself, the word ‘cabal’ would have engaged a set of
specific associations for the contemporary reader of Manley’s novel. The
word had been applied to many political factions, but it came to be asso-
ciated specifically with a particular group of ministers from Charles II's
reign through a coincidence that meant ‘cabal’ was also an acronym of
the first letters of their names or titles. This group — Sir Thomas Clifford,
Lord Arlington, the Duke of Buckingham, Lord Ashley and the Earl of
Lauderdale — were publicly associated with one of the greatest political
scandals of Charles II's reign. This was the Treaty of Dover, which created
an alliance with France against the Dutch and contained a secret clause,
known to the cabal members, wherein Charles promised to declare him-
self a Roman Catholic on the outbreak of the projected war.”” The group
came to be known as ‘The Cabal’ and reified the political connotations
of the word as an icon of the political duplicity fostered by secrecy. The
designation of these women in the New Atalantis as the ‘new Cabal’ sug-
gests that they are to be understood as the successors of this original
group.

The episodes involving the new cabal in the New Atalantis are remark-
able because they mark the only occasion where Intelligence is not
‘minutely informed’ of the otherwise secret predilections of the inhabi-
tants of Atalantis. Unusually, she is reluctant to describe the practices of
the cabal to the goddesses, and declares that she is unable to understand
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the scandal they have generated in Atalantis. Intelligence is aware that
the women of the cabal have been accused of lesbianism, but suggests
that such an accusation requires the imagination to be extended beyond
her capacities. Such censurers pretend to ‘find the vices of old Rome
revived [...] which could only subsist in imagination and can, in real-
ity, have no other foundation than what are to be found in the dreams
of poets’ (p. 154). Intelligence declares that secrecy is a ‘material arti-
cle’ of the cabal and her account reveals it is also an important part of
the vocabulary of affection. The women ‘meet, they caress, they swear
inviolable secrecy and amity’ (p. 155). She defends the cabal members
because she believes that their secrecy conceals innocence and declares
herself amazed at the malicious attempts to cast a taint on their mys-
teries. The stance Intelligence takes here violates the logic of the text,
as the preceding tales in the New Atalantis demonstrate and the conno-
tations of the word cabal emphasise, secrecy rarely conceals innocence
but more usually covers political or sexual duplicity. The text has estab-
lished that secrecy is a code or a signal of disreputable behaviour that
the narrative acts to uncover or expose.

However, Intelligence description of the new cabal’s activities presses
her protestations of their virtue and chastity to the breaking point. This
is especially evident in her account of the Marchioness of Sandomire
who, dressed as a man, engages prostitutes to oblige her ‘peculiar taste
with all the liberties that belonged to women of their loose character
and indigence’. Despite the implications of the description, Intelligence
declares that these adventures could not ‘in reality wound her chastity.
Her virtue sacred to her lord and the marriage bed was preserved invio-
lable!” (p. 157). The irony generated by the tension between the account
and its frame suggests that Intelligence’s surprise and wonder is a posture
and not a position she genuinely inhabits. Elizabeth Wahl has argued
that Intelligence’s conscious ‘innocence’ of the new cabal underscores
the creation of ‘open secret’ and introduces a ‘new coded language that
is recognisable to the “knowing” female reader as well as to an elite
male readership’.”® The description of the cabal plays with the reader
by alerting them to Intelligence’s disingenuous stance but obscuring the
cabal’s pleasures from view. To read the narrative at Intelligence’s word
is to be hoodwinked by the text, while to search for sure evidence of
their practices is to be frustrated. This suggests the vital play between
the imagination of reader and the referential aspects of the text: it is in
the productive interplay between the two that the pleasures of gossip
and scandal reside.
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On the basis of the New Atalantis, recent critics have asserted that
Manley advocated open access to political information. In a repre-
sentative argument, McDowell suggests that the information Manley
presents in her text is intended for the lower orders, arguing that she
demonstrates that ‘““rumour” and “gossip” were the ‘news’ of the polit-
ically disenfranchised’ and ‘shows how they could also be the tools’.””
McDowell attributes the effect of the text to the intentions of the author,
but it is not at all clear that Manley herself advocated open access to
political information. In fact, Manley’s later texts are troubled by the
notion that the court and the cabinet are being exposed to a seem-
ingly indiscriminate audience, despite the fact that they participate in
this very project. This is made plain in her later secret history, Memoirs
of Europe. Here, Manley represents the increasing role public opinion
played in politics by suggesting that serious issues were ‘made the sport
of crowds’ (p. 451). Manley'’s anxiety in this later novel is that the
crowd will take up her tales, and repeat the example of Lilli Burlero with
her texts. It can be argued that the genre of the secret history exceeds
Manley’s intentions as an author. Manley might intend her texts to act
as a means of restoring the status of insider to members of the nobility,
yet the genre promises that any of its readers can attain this position.
An exploration of the relationship between Tory political ideologies and
the genre of the secret history forms the theme of the next chapter.
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Reforming Reference: Trials
and Texts

Every Man that Prints, Appeals to the People who Read, and
ought to be content, to hear them pass their judgement — Nor
is it unjust for any Man to Answer, Censure, or Animadvert,
upon a Printed Paper, provided only that his Answers, Censures,
or Animadversions, are but themselves to be defended in the
nature of them.
Daniel Defoe, A Letter to Mr Bisset [...] In Answer to his
Remarks on Dr Sacheverell’s Sermon, 1709

In the elections of November 1710, the unequivocal Whig majority
elected only two years previously was resoundingly overturned.
Observers estimated that the Tories now outnumbered the Whigs by
at least two to one, an estimate that exaggerates the size of the major-
ity but accurately reveals the perceived magnitude of the changes the
election wrought.! Delariver Manley claimed a role in securing this sur-
prising victory. In letters to Robert Harley, she nominated New Atalantis
as ‘the first public attempt made against those designs and that Ministry,
which have been since so happily changed’ and proclaimed its success
in ‘exposing the enemies of our constitution’ and ‘open[ing] the eyes of
the crowd’.? Although she freely asserts the Atalantis’s role in persuad-
ing the crowd of Tory principles in these letters, Manley’s subsequent
secret history, Memoirs of Europe (1710), is critical of the operation of
public opinion in contemporary politics. The reading public, which is
neither imagined nor invoked in the New Atalantis, figures prominently
in Memoirs of Europe, as do the schemes of the Junto politicians and
the ‘mercenary scribblers’ employed on their behalf. The propaganda
sponsored by the Whig Junto ‘quickly Poison’d the unwary Multitude’
and serious issues, such as the right of resistance and passive obedience,
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becomes the ‘sport of crowds’.?> Throughout the narrative, the reading
public are represented as unfit to participate in political processes. Even
the Tory victory at the recent elections is attributed to divine inter-
vention and not to the good judgment of a right-thinking public.
The outcome, Manley writes, ‘could be interpreted to nothing but the
express finger of God, his Almighty influencing Spirit dispers’d amongst
the meanest of the Crowd’.*

It is perhaps because of this disdain for the critical capacity of her
readers that the narrative of Memoirs of Europe is considerably less
opaque than New Atalantis. The fictional names given to contemporary
figures are easy to decode and linear structure of the narrative reflects
the real chronology of the events represented. Memoirs of Europe marks
a definite departure from the narrative structure of the New Atalantis,
where historical events are projected into the future and biographi-
cal figures appeared in several different guises. The most recent editors
of Memoirs of Europe suggest Manley’s new-found clarity was a direct
result of the foreshadowed loss of power of the politicians whose vices
she exposed and the likelihood she would be protected from future
reprisals.® However, while this security no doubt increased Manley’s con-
fidence, the text itself suggests the clarified narrative style was the result
of other factors. The narrative indicates this new transparency was pro-
duced by an increased consciousness of both the materiality of print and
the fallibility of readers.

Rather than returning to the deliberate ambiguities that surrounded
her role in the New Atalantis and protected her from prosecution,
Manley made her responsibility for Memoirs of Europe an incontrovert-
ible fact. Her initials are subscribed to the dedication of the first volume
and she personally registered the text with the Stationers’ Company in
accordance with the newly enacted copyright laws, becoming one of
the first authors of either sex to do so0. In particular, Memoirs of Europe is
marked by an awareness of the differences between gossip in its oral and
printed forms. The narrator comments on this distinction, remarking:
‘T have often wonder’d at it, why that Man shou’d be thought unchar-
itable, a Satryist, or Libeller, who but repeats with his Pen what every
Body fearlessly reports with their Tongue: Is it because the Reproach is
more indelible?’” Once in print, gossip loses its productive ephemerality.
Moreover, in order to exploit the fluidity that characterises oral gossip,
authors must rely on readers to decode their strategic ambiguities. If
readers are not up to the task, then authors must speak plainly.

While the narrative of Memoirs of Europe registers one reconfiguration
of the secret history in 1710, literary history records another. Whig
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writers and polemicists appropriated the genre of the secret history,
hitherto associated almost exclusively with the Tory party, in increas-
ing numbers following the elections of 1710. In fact, in a sharp reversal
of earlier patterns, the majority of secret histories published in the
remaining four years of Anne’s reign were written with a bias against
the Tory party.® Annabel Patterson focuses on these later secret histo-
ries in order to establish the importance of the genre in the production
of liberal thought and practice. She argues that, following the revo-
lution of 1688, the secret history ‘became recognisably a Whig genre,
and hence spawned some Tory repartee in the first decades of the eigh-
teenth century’.’ Patterson dismisses secret histories that engage tropes
of sexual scandal, mentioning Manley only in passing and disregard-
ing the New Atalantis altogether in spite of its popularity and its well
documented public effects.’® Consequently, her account of the secret
history’s role in the production of democratic practices is overly neat.
She argues that there was an explicit ‘structural relationship between
the genre and the fundamental liberal issues, freedom of information,
freedom of speech, freedom of the press’.!! However, as the arguments
presented in the previous chapter have shown, secrecy and openness
were inter-implicated in the genre of the secret history. The genre had to
be re-formed and separated from its origins in the material culture of the
court for a relationship between the secret history and democratic prin-
ciples to appear self-evident. Indeed, the affiliation of the genre with the
ideologies of the Tory party produces peculiar disjunctions in attempts
by writers otherwise affiliated to appropriate it for their own purposes.
Perhaps this shift in the political bias of the genre can be attributed
to the fact that the Whigs, who had enjoyed a majority in the House
of Commons when the New Atalantis was published, were now the
exiled party.'? However, this alteration has its origins in another public
event. The incendiary sermon delivered by Dr Henry Sacheverell in late
November 1709 and the events surrounding the subsequent impeach-
ment of its author focused attention on the public consequences of
unregulated interpretation of texts. The Doctor’s trial, alongside the
Atalantis, is one of the two most significant legal, political, and liter-
ary events of Queen Anne’s reign. Sacheverell’s sermon, and the events
surrounding the trial that followed, wrought a fundamental alteration
in the respective relationship between the Tory and Whig parties and
the political public. As a result, the Whigs became as interested as the
Tories had been in communicating under cover. This chapter investi-
gates the radical reconfiguration of the relationship between political
events and the reading public registered by the Sacheverell trial and by
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the appropriation of the genre of the secret history by those outside the
Tory perspective.

The reading public and the spectacle of Dr Henry Sacheverell

The calendar in early eighteenth-century England was replete with
anniversaries that served as reminders of the country’s turbulent recent
history. Some of these anniversaries, such as the revolution of 1688,
were commemorated publicly in order to reaffirm their meaning; oth-
ers, such as the date of William III's death, were celebrated clandestinely
by those who sought to reanimate political principles that ran counter
to the current order.’® The fifth of November was one of the most sig-
nificant dates in the official political calendar. It commemorated the
providential failure of the Gunpowder Plot — a Catholic conspiracy to
blow up James I and his parliament — as well as the day William of
Orange landed on English shores. These two events were celebrated
annually and by law with a service at St Paul’s Cathedral that was
attended by court, city and church dignitaries. The sermon delivered
on this day was intended as a celebration of the ideology and achieve-
ments of the Whig party, and customarily denounced the evils of Popery
while lauding the Revolution of 1688 and the benefits it conferred on
the fortunate English.

In 1709, the sermon was delivered by Dr Henry Sacheverell at the invi-
tation of the recently elected Tory Lord Mayor of London. Sacheverell
was a force to be reckoned with in the High Tory camp, not only for
his passionate preaching but also for his direct involvement in party
politics. His activities in this regard are memorialised in Daniel Defoe’s
famous parody of High Church clergy, The Shortest Way with Dissenters
(1702), and his reputation was such that a full six months before the
famous sermon, a fellow clergyman noted ‘nothing is so much talked of
as [Sacheverell] all over town’.!* Given his reputation, it is no surprise
that Sacheverell chose to ignore the accepted significance of the fifth
of November. His ninety-minute sermon promoted the traditional Tory
commitments of passive obedience and non-resistance, and excoriated
fundamental Whig principles, such as the consent of the governed and
the right of resistance. Focusing on the revolution of 1688, the prov-
ing ground of Whig ideology, Sacheverell expounded his chosen text,
‘in perils among false brethren’ (2 Cor. 11:26), in relation to the pres-
ence of Protestant dissenters and occasional conformists in the Church
and in relation to those who rejected divine right doctrine in the State.
Throughout the sermon, Sacheverell associated the corruptions of false
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brethren with the Whig ministry and made oblique references to spe-
cific individuals. Godolphin was included in the sermon as Volpone,
a sobriquet that had gained broad currency through the popular press
and thus a reference that, as one contemporary noted, ‘was next to
naming him’.'S

The audience that gathered to hear Sacheverell had no doubt that the
sentiments expressed in sermon were seditious. Three weeks later, the
sermon was published and sold in extraordinary numbers. It is estimated
that 100,000 copies were sold in Great Britain alone and, further, that
each of these copies had several readers. The audience who had heard
Sacheverell deliver the original sermon was limited to a few hundred
people, but its publication enabled it to be read, at the most nar-
rowly conservative estimate, by at least a quarter of a million men and
women.'® Yet, in spite of the text’s obvious transgressions, Sacheverell
was not charged with seditious libel. The published sermon avoids direct
references to particular persons or events and, perhaps learning from the
fate of authors like Manley who was arrested on charges of seditious libel
only six days before he delivered his sermon at St Paul’s, Sacheverell
also sought the advice of three different lawyers before the text was
published.!”

However, the extraordinarily wide dissemination of the printed ver-
sion meant parliament could not let the seditious sermon pass without
punishment. Accordingly, the Whig majority in the House of Commons
took the decision to impeach Sacheverell for high crimes and misde-
meanours. The trial was seen by the Whig managers of the impeachment
as a chance to make an example of Sacheverell and stem the growing
practice of clergymen using their pulpits for political ends. It was also
the perfect public forum in which to consolidate the commitments of
the Whig party against Sacheverell’s criticism. The articles of impeach-
ment make this intention manifest. They declare Sacheverell’s sermon
‘asperse[d] the Memory of his late Majesty’ and ‘maintain[ed] that the
necessary Means us’d to bring about the said happy Revolution were
odious and unjustifiable’.’® Defoe noted astutely in his Review that the
trial would determine more than the fate of Dr Sacheverell: it would
also evaluate the ‘validity of the Revolution [...] the present consti-
tution and [...] the Church established by law’.!” A printed text was
set to become the centrepiece of legal events that assumed national
significance.

Impeachment trials customarily ran for between three and five
days before the Bar in the House of Lords, and were closed to the
non-parliamentary public. The Sacheverell trial broke with all these
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conventions, most dramatically in the fact that its proceedings were
opened to the public. Christopher Wren was commissioned to erect
extra seating in Westminster Hall that, once complete, accommodated
close to two thousand spectators.?’ Tickets to proceedings were issued to
the clamorous public in the weeks leading up to the trial, but demand
far exceeded the supply and so Londoners had to exploit all their
connections in order to secure a place in the gallery.

Women were particularly eager to attend the trial, and were a
significant presence at the trial itself. Sarah Churchill, who still occu-
pied the office of the groom of the stole, created a scandal on the
opening day by making her allegiances clear: she left her designated
place near Queen Anne to join the Whig managers of the prosecu-
tion, only relinquishing her newly-assumed seat under the escort of
the Serjeant-at-Arms.*! Anne Clavering (the sister-in-law of William
Cowper, the Whig Lord Chancellor), rose at four a.m. on each of the
trial’s twenty-five days in order to secure a seat inside Westminster,
while Lady Rooke snatched back a chicken wing offered to the man
seated next to her upon discovering he did not share her sympa-
thies for the Doctor.?* The Tory party undoubtedly encouraged the
passionate identification of women with the Doctor’s cause. They spon-
sored the sale of ‘Emblematical FANS, with the true Effigies of the
Reverend Dr Henry Sacheverell done to the Life, and several curious
Hieroglyphicks in Honour of the Church of England, finely painted
and mounted on extraordinary genteel Sticks’, that would display and
heighten women’s attachment to the Doctor.* By the conclusion of
the trial, Sacheverell had become the nation’s most eligible bachelor
and, as he passed through villages en route to his new living in the
country, he was waylaid often by women who ‘went to get a kiss of
him’.* Representations of the trial return obsessively to the involve-
ment of women as an index of the extent to which the events excited
the passions of the public rather than their reason. Defoe thought the
trial had wrought a permanent “Transmutation of Customs as they affect
the Sexes’, as:

the Women lay aside their Tea and Chocolate, leave off Visiting after
Dinner, and forming themselves into Cabals, turn Privy Counsellors,
and settle the State: The Men leave off Smoking Tobacco, learn plain
Work, and to knit Knots, play at push Pin [...] and leave the more
Weighty Affairs of the Nation, to the newly assuming Sex, whose
Business it is, they say, (under a Petticoat Government, as they call it)
more now than usual.?®
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Defoe was not alone in suggesting that women’s rapt attention to the
progress of the trial had disordered the relationship between the sexes.
The author of The Officers” Address (1710) complained that young ladies
were so passionately devoted to the Doctor that the marriage market was
in total disarray.?

The trial was a public event in two very different ways. For those who
attended the proceedings in London, it was a physical spectacle wit-
nessed from the renovated stadium-like interior of Westminster Hall.
Those who were not able to witness this spectacle first hand were still
privy to events through the press, as hundreds of authors defended or
impugned Sacheverell in print. The trial sparked a paper war of immense
proportions such that, in the pages of the Tatler, the ‘political uphol-
sterer’ is said to devote all his hours to reading these publications in
a futile attempt to keep abreast of events.?”” Consequently, proceedings
were opened out to an audience that far exceeded the two thousand or
so individuals who occupied seats at Westminster: they took place before
a reading public that rivalled the entire electorate of England and Wales
in size.”®

These readers had been exposed to an increasing number of politi-
cal events through popular genres concerned with political gossip such
as the secret history. Through their experience of reading and evalu-
ating these texts, members of this reading public were developing a
habit of active critical engagement with political issues. These habits
had public consequences that had not been anticipated by either the
Whig managers of the prosecution or Sacheverell’s Tory supporters.
However Sacheverell, the subject of their attention, seemed mindful of
the reading public’s potential.

Sacheverell used the press strategically in his defense. His formal
answer to the articles of impeachment was prepared in advance of the
trial and was circulated to the public before being presented to the par-
liament. This was done, as a contemporary observer noted, in order to
‘incense the People and prepossess them in his favour, before there were
any Proceedings upon it’.?” Sacheverell counters the four articles with
nineteen detailed pages. In these, he analyses the sections of his sermon
that underwrite the impeachment charges and contests the interpreta-
tion offered by the prosecution. His case is carefully constructed, and
supported by precise references to the lines and pages of his sermon so
that readers can understand the principles on which his argument rests.
In part, this was undoubtedly a strategy designed to encourage readers
to purchase copies of his sermon so they could peruse these controver-
sial passages in full. However, it also draws the reader into his defense,
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implicitly inviting them to read the original passages for themselves and
judge which interpretation was correct. The involvement of readers in
the events of the trial, encouraged at its outset by Sacheverell, was sus-
tained by the deluge of pamphlets, prints, and periodicals produced over
its course.

Those on either side of the quarrel represented the public’s involve-
ment with the trial as evidence of a national epidemic of irrational-
ity. John Dunton makes this explicit in characterising Sacheverell as
a knight errant. He writes, ‘I call him Errant, because he wanders
about, like the Crack-brain’d Don of Mancha, in Quest of Imaginary
Giants, and Monsters that wou’d ravish, or eat up Dulcinea, his Ideal
Mistress (what he calls) the CHURCH’.*° Jack Touchwood elaborated
this conceit in a letter to Isaac Bickerstaff, the Tutler’s eidolon. He
dubs Sacheverell ‘DON HENRICO FURIOSO de SACHEVERELLO, Knight
of the Firebrand’ and suggests that, just as ‘his clear sighted Predeces-
sor took every Inn for a Castle, and the very Scrubs of both Sexes for
Knights and Damsels, so our Modern Adventurer falls into a very odd
Conceit’. Touchwood detects the foundation of Sacheverell’s mania in
his approach to written texts. Connecting the Doctor’s reading strate-
gies to the methods of torture employed by the Inquisitors, he argues
Sacheverell ‘racks a text to make it confess a meaning it never dream’d
of’.3! As Wendy Motooka has argued, this image of textual torture sig-
nifies the extent to which ‘quixotism is a tyranny over meaning, a
conflation of reason and force’.3* Representations of the trial suggest
the Doctor’s mania spread to the people, depriving them of their wits as
well. The Examiner would later write that ‘the true spirit of Quixotism’
has not just ‘touch[ed] here and there a weak Head, or reach[ed] only
to a few frolicksome Individuals’ but it has ‘Infected whole Bodies and
Societies’.?® The interpretative practices modelled by the Doctor and
adopted by the nation parodied rational discourse. Moreover, their infla-
tionary tendencies easily segued into actual activity on the streets of
London.

The most disturbing indicator of the public’s involvement in the trial
was provided by the crowds of people that surged alongside Sacheverell’s
coach as he made his way to Westminster each day and returned
each evening for his journey home. On the third day of the trial the
crowd that accompanied Sacheverell on his return journey — estimated
to be three thousand strong by one observer — failed to disperse and
began to riot through London’s West End, chanting ‘High Church and
Sacheverell’. The crowd focused their attention on the meeting houses
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of dissenters (the ‘false brethren’ of Sacheverell’s speech), sacking and
demolishing six of the best known and making huge bonfires of their
contents. Lasting eight hours, these riots are among the worst popular
disturbances in eighteenth-century England, second only to the Gordon
Riots that took place later in the century.**

Londoners were fearful of a return to the tumults of the civil
war and so militia were posted at key points in the city for the
remainder of the trial. Johann Phillip Hoffmann, the imperial resident in
London, believed England had not experienced such convulsions since
Cromwell’s time.* If, as [ have already suggested, the trial had become
a public site for the struggle over the meanings of the Glorious Revolu-
tion, then this struggle took place in the shadow of recurring mob vio-
lence and under the continual pressure of public opinion. These events
made it clear that the trial did not provide a stage on which political
meanings could be comprehensively debated and, finally, consolidated
before a passive public of spectators. Rather, this public was informed
and attempted to directly involve themselves in determining its
events.

These riots posed a challenge to traditional party ideologies. Adopting
‘High Church and Sacheverell’ as its battle cry, the mob declared its
allegiance to the Tories, the party that traditionally represented expres-
sions of popular opinion as the harbinger of violence and anarchy.
In fact, Sacheverell himself denounced popular opinion in the dedi-
cation to the very sermon that elicited this show of popular support.
He maintained ‘truth [is] oppress’d by Number, and Noise, and Rebel-
lious Appeals to the People’.* The irony was not lost on contemporaries:
Robert Harley’s nephew commented that popular insurrection was ‘an
odd way of defending passive obedience and non-resistance’.?” In stark
contrast, the Whigs found the national will they had long esteemed as
the only legitimate foundation for government was now against them.®
One observer commented that, having cultivated the idea of the public
as a political force, they were:

surprised to find that the people or mob as they called them, were
entirely turned against them upon whose interests and affections
they pretended ever since the Revolution to this time to value
themselves, having by newspapers, pamphlets and speeches in par-
liament, magnified their power and to whom upon all occasions they
appealed; but to their great mortification, they found the whole body
of the common people of London enraged at the prosecution of the
Doctor.*
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Although there is a conceptual distinction to be made between the
free consent of the political nation and the public disobedience of the
unenfranchised lower orders, they cannot be wholly dissociated. And so,
to the contemporary mind, there was a clear disjunction between the
political ideologies traditionally espoused by each party and the posi-
tion they adopted in relation to popular opinion during Sacheverell’s
trial.

Faced with an overwhelming show of popular support for the Doctor,
writers affiliated with the Whigs were forced to use the language and
rhetoric of the Tory party and dismiss the Sacheverell rioters as a blind,
impulsive multitude.*’ In the popular press they argued the people had
been duped into rioting by High Church clergy and Tory politicians;
that the Sacheverell rioters were an artificial mob because they did not
express the genuine will of the people. Thus, Whig writers denounced
the Sacheverell rioters while maintaining the rights of the English peo-
ple to determine the course of the political nation.*! Similarly, although
Tory polemicists and politicians made strategic reference to these expres-
sions of overwhelming popular support for their cause, they mostly
sought to distance their party from the people’s vigorous demonstra-
tions in their favour. Far from embracing this popular support, Tories
argued the pro-Sacheverell mobs had been engineered by the Whigs in
order to discredit their rival party.*?

The public’s passionate involvement with the trial became an urgent
political issue. Under the pressure of addressing the unpredictable phe-
nomenon of the rioters, both the Whig and Tory parties unwittingly
mediated the ideological gulf that separated their approach to the pub-
licand, in doing so, collaborated in the rhetorical construction of a more
or less unified ‘public’. As a result, the Whig and Tory parties came to
view the actively-engaged public, and not the other party, as their ulti-
mate adversary. This mutual recognition, as John Lucaites has argued,
prompted the Whig prosecution and the Tory defence to collaborate in
order to negotiate the meaning of the revolution of 1688 as an emblem
for the relationship between the public and the state.** Over the course
of the trial, the interpretation of such traditional Tory principles as pas-
sive obedience and non-resistance offered by the defence came to mirror
the meanings accorded to the Whig principle of the right of resistance
by the prosecution. The people retained the right to resist their govern-
ment, but it was only legitimate to exercise this right in extraordinary
circumstances. Although they retained their traditional labels, the Tories
and the Whigs actually came to a consensus as to the nature and struc-
ture of the relationship between the government and the governed as a
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result of the trial. In this sense, the rioting over Sacheverell’s impeach-
ment marked ‘a turning point’ in both the doctrines of each party and
in their relations to the political public.**

In the pamphlets produced around the trial and the arguments
mounted by each party over its course, new definitions of the politi-
cal public begin to emerge. The Whigs gradually began to insist that
the political public explicitly excluded the mob. Although they still
insisted that the government was accountable to the people, the peo-
ple were restricted to the middling sort and their betters.*> This brought
the Whigs into closer alignment with the idea of the public that the
Tory party had upheld all along. As we have seen, the trial prompted
an awareness of the close connections between politics and litera-
ture, and demonstrated that the latter could play an instrumental role
in the former. The public’s fervent engagement with the progress of
the impeachment strongly suggested that the audience for propaganda
needed to be delimited. Indeed, it seems that the events surrounding
the Sacheverell trial illustrated the necessity of addressing the general
public in narrow terms, specifically as a reading public rather than a
force that could take to the streets. Through policing these borders and
circumscribing the methods of address, the nature of public involve-
ment could be regulated. The remainder of this chapter will demonstrate
how this new relationship was consolidated through the reconfiguration
of the secret history by authors affiliated with the Whig party. Daniel
Defoe’s The Secret History of the White Staff provides a particularly appro-
priate occasion to investigate this shift as this text also responds to the
impeachment of a public figure.

(Re)Forming reference: reading The Secret History of the
White Staff

Daniel Defoe was thoroughly implicated in the Sacheverell affair. His
texts were quoted liberally by both the prosecution and defence in order
to illustrate the abuses of authors and, in turn, Defoe devoted whole
weeks of his paper, The Review, to the trial’s events. Defoe was also
among the many authors affiliated with the Whig party who sought to
appropriate the secret history for their own purposes. He opened his first
secret history, Atalantis Major (1710), by claiming Manley’s earlier text as
his model, and published six secret histories in the coming four years.*
Significantly, he used the genre to defend the conduct of his sometime-
patron, Robert Harley, as rumours he would be impeached by the new
ministry began to circulate. Entitled The Secret History of the White Staff
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(1714-15), this text exonerated Harley from suspicion of intriguing with
the Jacobites by exposing the real conspirators within his own party.
If the response of fellow authors is anything to go by, the text had a
respectable readership. Challenges to its version of Harley’s last days in
office issued rapidly from the pens of interested contemporaries. How-
ever, The Secret History of the White Staff was not successful in forestalling
Harley’s rumoured impeachment, which took place in mid-1715. Never-
theless, Harley relied heavily on the representation of events in this text
in defending himself against the charges once they were levelled, and
Defoe’s most recent biographer has argued that The Secret History of the
White Staff played an important role in securing Harley’s acquittal when
he was finally brought to trial. Like the New Atalantis before it, this text
also had significant public effects.

The Secret History of the White Staff was published anonymously, but
the fact it was by Defoe quickly became common knowledge and was
publicised by authors who sought to contest his account of Harley’s last
days in office.*” Some readers, most often those on the other side of the
political spectrum, were quick to assign a second author to The Secret
History of the White Staff, believing the text had been produced with the
collaboration of its subject. Harley was intent on countering this percep-
tion and publicly rejected rumours of his participation. He went to such
lengths as to place a notice in the Evening Post disavowing involvement
in the pamphlets, claiming they were published without his knowledge,
direction, or encouragement.”® J. A. Downie, the principal chronicler
of Harley’s relation to the press, argues that the professional relation-
ship between Defoe and Harley had disintegrated by the end of Anne’s
reign, but notes Defoe continued to defend Harley in print despite the
fact he was no longer paid or encouraged to do so.* It is possible that
Defoe mounted his defence of Harley independently, out of gratitude
to his former patron. However, considering the clandestine nature of
their early relationship, it is more likely Defoe persisted with Harley’s
approval and perhaps also with his financial support.

The Secret History of the White Staff appears to have been designed to
have political effects that extended beyond its immediate utility as a
defense of Harley’s conduct. In what almost amounts to a procedural
statement, Defoe writes his secret history lets his readers:

into the State of things transacted within Doors, which otherwise
they had been Strangers to; and concerning which they were in great
Uncertainty, by reason of the various Misrepresentations of evil Men,
who either for Interest, or for mischievous Ends, sought to have
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publick persons, and publick Things also, seen only in such Disguises,
as they thought fit to make them withal.>°

Defoe intends to restore the public character of political processes and
to overturn the practice of secrecy that he sees as illegitimate. This is
similar to the claims Manley makes for her own text, the New Atalantis.
However, as the previous chapter has demonstrated, Manley is not only
concerned to expose public corruption - that is, the decisions taken in
cabinet and cabal that have public effects — but she is also intent to
expose the secrets of the private lives of her subjects. The New Atalantis
assumes that the public act and the private person are intimately linked
and that the propriety of one provides an indicator as to the propriety
of the other. The salacious details of her text are a way of representing
political, or public, corruption.

In The Secret History of the White Staff, Defoe assumes a different model
of the relationship between the public and private actions of the individ-
ual. In this, Defoe is governed by a sense of decorum to which he draws
attention at several points in his text. In a representative instance, he
refers to a rumour that the group of Tories whose actions precipitated
Harley’s fall from office in 1714 were associated with the Jacobites, but
declares, ‘I will not load them with Things which I think have their
Foundation in the common Prejudices, unless farther Proof was made of
the Particulars.”” The sense of propriety Defoe evokes at these moments
in the text is clearly connected to his sense of genre. He emphasises the
historical elements of his secret history, rather than those elements that
could be construed as fictional or scandalous. He claims to follow dif-
ferent generic conventions to earlier secret histories, writing that ‘this
secret Relation being purposed for a History only, shall not fall upon the
Persons of any, who, by the Necessity of the Relation, we are not com-
pell’d to speak of’.** Remarks such as these recur throughout the text
and, with them, Defoe formulates different generic rules for his secret
history and, in a sense, recasts the genre. Instead of conflating public
and private as Manley does in her text, Defoe insists on their separation.

Although this is a defence of Harley’s conduct, it is also a valorisa-
tion of his infamous trickery. He was known to his contemporaries as
‘Robin the Trickster’, and his love of secrecy was notorious.>® This char-
acter is recalled in The Secret History of the White Staff, but it is suggested
here that his secrecy was indispensable to the successful management
of public affairs. Harley’s secretive behaviour was designed to thwart the
plots and cabals that threatened the state; he could not have frustrated
these schemes had he acted transparently. He is able to defeat an early
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conspiracy to remove him from office, for example, because he ‘made
himself so effectually Master of the Plot, even before it broke out, that
he baffled them both ways’.>* The tactical foundation of Harley’s secrecy
is elaborated as Defoe builds a defense of his conduct:

Tho’ the Sum of all this was, That as the Success of all his Man-
agement was, in a great measure, owing to his being Master of his
own Measures, and he saw great Reason not to put his Schemes in
some hands, who were mighty importunate to be trusted, They less
regarding the publick Good, than the gratifying the Vanity of being
employ’d, took an Offence even there where they ought, had they
been in the same Post, to have acted in the same manner, or have
been expos’d to the Censure of the whole World, for Men who were
not equal to their own Measures.>®

His secrecy is represented as public-spirited and not, as in the instances
of secrecy traced in the New Atalantis, the result of a desire to advance
his private interest. Interestingly, Harley’s own answer to the impeach-
ment charges, tabled to the House of Commons four years later, echoes
this ‘fictional’ defense. Harley claimed that his seeming deceptions were
designed ‘to serve the public, and without any view to his own private
advantage’.>® In this way The Secret History of the White Staff reconfigures
the ideological assumptions of Manley’s New Atalantis and the genre of
the secret history more generally. Secrecy no longer necessarily signi-
fies illegitimate influence and corruption, but instead can be the sign of
practised management of public affairs.

There is a clear link drawn in The Secret History of the White Staff
between this notion - that is, that the security of the state depends
upon restricting full knowledge of certain matters to a select group of
individuals — and the arcana imperii of monarchical government. In
the model of politics that emerges from The Secret History of the White
Staff, Harley stands in the place occupied with respect to information
by the king or queen in a monarchy. In fact, the word ‘arcana’ is regu-
larly used to describe the deep secrets that animate Harley’s successful
management of public affairs. Harley recognises flaws in Bishop Atter-
bury’s character, for example, and so ‘kept him at Bay as to Secrets, and
acted with reserve to him in the Arcana’.’’ Like the arcana imperii of
monarchical government, the secrets of Harley’s government are those
that can be legitimately kept and that are necessary to the efficient
operation of the state. Habermas, however, argues that the practice of
publicity emerged and was consolidated against the concept of arcana
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imperii.>® This suggests the idea of licensed privacy wanes in exact pro-
portion to the development of the public’s right to know; that the
existence of publicity necessarily supplants the practice of institutional
secrecy. This narrative is not sufficiently nuanced to account for the
actual relationship between publicity and the arcana in early eighteenth-
century England. It seems there was little diminution in the principle of
political secrecy, but rather a change in its orientation. The principle
of political secrecy is now attached to the commons rather than to the
court and, as a result, there is a fundamental change in the way this
secrecy is imagined. It is no longer part of the mystification of the royal
body and a necessary adjunct to the principles of monarchical govern-
ment, but instead is specifically associated with the flow of information.
Secrecy is a matter of restricting access to documents and information,
rather than an acquisitive personal practice that is akin to vices such as
sexual profligacy.

It is also the arcana of Harley’s management that The Secret History
of the White Staff explicitly takes for its subject. The third volume, for
example, ends by foreshadowing a sequel, as there are several areas
‘which have some Arcana of publick Matters to bring to light, before
the History of the White-Staff can be said to be complete’.>® Indeed,
those who sought to discredit the account offered in this text did so by
challenging Defoe’s claim to expose state secrets. One author sought to
discredit The Secret History of the White Staff by suggesting that it presents
common knowledge as if it were secret — that the author has done no
more than ‘tease’ the public with a ‘parcel of Stale Stories, for Arcanas
of State’ — challenging him to ‘name one Fact that has not been told a
thousand Times in as many Coffee-Houses’.° Defoe’s claim to be master
of the arcana meant that he and Harley occupied analogous positions:
both are conversant with the deep secrets of state management, and
mediate this information to the public. Defoe has the added responsi-
bility of explaining and publicising their import. Secrecy is imagined to
attend both the principal minister and the privileged author.

While Harley’s secrecy is recuperated in The Secret History of the White
Staff, other forms of secrecy are uncovered as the narrative unfolds and
their legitimacy questioned. The secretive behaviour of others, such as
Henry Bolingbroke, Francis Atterbury and Simon Harcourt, is sharply
distinguished from Harley’s own strategic withholding of information.
Their shared desire for material benefit separates them from Harley, but
so does their collaboration with women. The narrator uncovers the hith-
erto undisclosed involvement of Abigail Masham in a plot orchestrated
by Atterbury and Harcourt to remove Harley from office. This is not
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only the most secret aspect of a clandestine plot, but it is also the secret
that lies at the heart of The Secret History of the White Staff. The narra-
tor declares: ‘the secret part of this History is that there is a Woman
at the Bottom of all this Matter’.®" Abigail’s involvement in manipu-
lating public events is especially scandalous because it signifies the use
of illegitimate ‘influence’ to achieve political outcomes rather than the
use of rational management. This is highlighted by the terms in which
her participation in public matters are most frequently cast. In using
Abigail to effect their schemes, Atterbury and Harcourt are said to be
‘plough[ing] with the Heifers of the Court’.%? This idiosyncratic phrase
is from the Old Testament, where is it coined by Samson upon discov-
ering his betrothed has assisted her people, the Philistines, to decode a
riddle he set as a challenge (Judg. 14). Samson is furious his riddle has
been deciphered through the influence of his bride-to-be rather than
through the operation of reasoning or logic as he had intended. The
narrator of The Secret History of the White Staff elaborates the significance
of this aphorism for its new context, suggesting that this ‘homely Say-
ing’ refers to the exploitation of ‘Female Weakness, and the timorous
Nature of Women to enforce [...] Importunate Measures’.*®> Given the
documented relationship between Harley and Masham, especially her
role in gaining him access to the queen, the relocation of this inappro-
priate relationship to Harley’s enemies is strategic. In fact, the Duchess
of Marlborough used a similar turn of phrase to describe the relationship
that developed between Harley and Abigail Masham, referring to Anne’s
new favourite as ‘the machine in the hands of Harley’.** The association
of women with influence is a way of stigmatising a particular mode of
political operation that proceeds through personality.

As a self-proclaimed secret history, The Secret History of the White Staff
draws on a range of techniques to distance its representation from its
referents. The principal subject of the secret history, Robert Harley, is
referred to throughout the text as the ‘white staff’, the symbol of his
office as Lord Treasurer. However, this was a commonplace rhetorical
strategy. Holders of important court offices were regularly referred to
by the symbols associated with their role — the Lord Treasurer, along
with the Lord Chamberlain and Lord Steward, were known collectively
as the ‘white staves’, while the office of the groom of the stole was
often referred to as the ‘key’. Other characters are designated by innu-
endoes, rather than fictional names, and elements of their proper name
or title are blanked out. The Duke of Marlborough is referred to as the
D. of M——h, Lord Godolphin becomes the Earl of Godo—mn, and



Reforming Reference 85

Kensington Palace is Ken——ton.®> No doubt, these seemingly per-
functory attempts to disguise real persons are employed in part as
legal technicalities, designed to enable the text to evade prosecution
under the libel laws, the consequences of which Defoe had first-hand
experience.®® In this very publication, Defoe confesses his fear of ‘fol-
low[ing] the Truth too close at the Heels’ and of ‘touching the Follies
of some Men, before they are dispossess’d of the Power to resent it’.%”
However, this is more than a perfunctory legal strategy, it is a narrative
style with significant epistemological implications.

There is a constitutive difference between the use of innuendo in the
The Secret History of the White Staff and the fictional names more usu-
ally employed by authors of secret histories and satires. The scandalous
allegations made in The Secret History of the White Staff are not suggested
or reinforced by these names as they are by the designations Manley
chooses for her subjects. The designation of Richard Steele as Monsieur
L'Ingrate in the New Atalantis, for example, prompts the interaction of
text and reader that is necessary to produce the libellous referent of the
text. The combination of letters and dashes that simultaneously screen
and reveal the identities of characters in The Secret History of the White
Staff are substantively different. While readers could associate a charac-
ter bearing a fictional name with any number of real-life figures, the
compass of their libellous imagination is restricted when confronted
with a character such as the D. of M——h or a location like Ken——ton
to the boundaries prescribed by the initial and concluding consonant.
The effects of this strategy were addressed a decade later by the ‘pub-
lisher’ of the 1728 edition of the Dunciad. The names of the dunces
were ‘disemvowelled’ in this edition and the publisher explains that he
thought ‘it better to preserve them as they are, than to change them
for fictitious names, by which the Satyr would only be multiplied and
applied to many instead of one’.®® The reader’s autonomy is sharply
curtailed by this strategy, as they must connect the events of the nar-
rative to the real world within the relatively narrow pathways mapped
by the text.

The structure of reference in The Secret History of the White Staff is sig-
nificantly different from that found in previous examples of the genre,
most particularly in the New Atalantis. Reference in the New Atalantis
operates in such a way as to continually remind the reader of the rela-
tionship between real events and their representation in the text. In
contrast, the referential act in The Secret History of the White Staff directs
the reader to other printed accounts rather than substantiating its claims
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through eyewitness reports or the politics of reputation. When dis-
cussing a conspiracy to remove the Duke of Marlborough from office,
the anonymous narrator does not provide his reader with eyewitness tes-
timony but instead claims ‘to have many Tracts written about the Years
1708-9-10, to prove this’.*> On another occasion, the narrator refers to a
letter written by Queen Anne to Sophia, Electress of Hanover, in order to
refute contemporary rumours that Anne intended to reverse the Protes-
tant succession. In this letter, Anne avows that if Sophia could ‘propose
anything for their further Satisfaction and Security in the matter of the
Succession, her Majesty would come into it with Zeal’. Following the quo-
tation, the reader is directed to ‘See Her Majesty’s Letter’. Readers who
were so inclined could actually examine Anne’s letter: it was published
shortly after it was written along with two other items of royal cor-
respondence, and was subsequently incorporated into Whig and Tory
propaganda.”®

The repeated references to external documents found in The Secret
History of the White Staff imply that printed documents provide auto-
matic authentication of the narrative. Previous secret histories had also
made reference to external or historical documents but these references
were designed to produce very different effects. The prefatory material
of the New Atalantis reveals the narrative that follows has its original in
an ancient Latin manuscript, long ago translated into a French dialect,
and now laboriously rendered into English for the benefit of the read-
ing public. These tropes — lost manuscripts, twice- or thrice-translated
documents — recur in numerous secret histories from the period. They
testify to the reliability of the account that follows by foregrounding
its usual exclusivity. It must be mediated to the reader by the trans-
lator who has both specific expertise and the privilege of access. No
musty manuscripts are invoked in The Secret History of the White Staff.
Instead, the documents that are referred to are in the public domain
and are available for purchase in the print marketplace. Their strategic
deployment in this text suggests that truth is to be found in print and in
the public domain rather than in private transactions. These references
work to supplement the record of the event for its experience, and to
displace the referent from the actual event to the document that records
its occurrence.

This suggests a fundamental alteration in the subject position
extended to readers: the reader is no longer imagined as a political
and, by implication, aristocratic, insider but as an expert reader who
is external to political processes. The narrator lays claim to just this
type of audience for his text, declaring that it is designed ‘for the sake
of those who are willing to be rightly informed of Things, and to pass
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their Judgement according to Evidence, not according to Prejudices, and
the Interest of the Parties’.”! His is a discerning readership that is both
willing and able to decode the signs of political corruption and evalu-
ate evidence. Moreover — and, perhaps, more importantly - this reading
position is dematerialised. The subject position offered to the readers
of this text is not a simulacrum of that of the political insider, but is
that of an expert interpreter and, moreover, as the narrative unfolds the
reader is taught principles for decoding public events. The reader is part
of a discursive world whose existence is limited to the circulation and
critical consumption of texts.

The effect of this is enhanced by the fact that the reader of The Secret
History of the White Staff is frequently referred back to the text itself.
The second volume begins, for example, by referring to the volume
previously published. The narrator claims it is impossible for him to
‘preserve the Connection of the Historical Relation of things’ by simply
taking up the narrative where he left it off. He must instead recapitu-
late several of the circumstances already related and, in order to do so
economically, the reader is referred to specific sections of the previous
volume. These references are quite precise: the reader is directed to ‘Page
the 19" of the former part of this History’ and a lengthy section from
this page is incorporated into the current volume.”? Undoubtedly, this
is a convenient means of extending the length of the narrative without
adding to the labour, but it also has the unusual effect of directing the
readers’ attention away from the real world of events and into the text
itself.

The referential act becomes still more self-reflexive when, in dis-
cussing the conspiracy to remove prominent Whigs such as the Duke of
Marlborough from office, the narrator directs the reader’s attention to
two particular printed commentaries that describe the development of
the conspiracy in greater details. One of these tracts, Memoirs of Scotland
(1714), is said to have been published anonymously, while the other, The
October Club (1711), is attributed here to ‘the late Sir. G. H—'. These attri-
butions are entirely disingenuous as both of these texts were written —
and elsewhere publicly acknowledged — by Defoe.”® This withdrawal of
authorship is strategic, insofar as it contributes to the impression that
the account presented in The Secret History of the White Staff can be cor-
roborated by external sources.”* However, by cloaking his authorship of
these texts in anonymity, Defoe retreats ever further behind a series of
masks. Between the publication of the second and third volumes of The
Secret History of the White Staff, Defoe withdrew even further from his
readers.
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Just before the final installment of Defoe’s secret history was
published, a new book hit the market. The Secret History of the Secret
History of the White Staff (1715), published anonymously, promised to
uncover the circumstances of the original text’s production. The remark-
able fact that this is a secret history of a publication and not political
events suggest the extent to which the genre had become concerned
with documents rather than real-life occurrences. The narrator of this
particular text meets a succession of witnesses to the publication of the
original secret history before finally meeting Defoe himself. But this is
not quite the triumphant encounter with the original author the narra-
tor anticipated; instead, Defoe reveals his involvement with The Secret
History of the White Staff only extended as far as correcting two pages of
text at the request of the bookseller. However, like the original defence
of Harley, this secret history was also written by Defoe.”> The strategy
behind this systematic withdrawal of authorship is hard to fathom,
especially considering that, since the decade-long association between
Harley and Defoe was well known, Defoe himself was the greatest guar-
antee of the work’s authenticity. Readers who sought to pursue The Secret
History of the White Staff back to the real world and to its author find
themselves in a dizzying vortex wherein the referent retreats ever fur-
ther behind the act of reference. Reference in this text is a circular act: it
operates as a kind of mise en abyme, a space in the text where the work
turns back on itself and refers inward rather than outward. While refer-
ence in the New Atalantis functions in such a way as to materialise the
scandal of the text, the referential act in The Secret History of the White
Staff leads the reader on a paper chase wherein it seems there is no real
to be referred back to.

The vindication of Harley that Defoe provides in The Secret History of
the White Staff and the revelation of the secret dealings and intrigue that
consume other politicians was, at the time of its publication, as contro-
versial a representation of contemporary politics as Manley’s had been
several years earlier. Although both texts elicited responses from con-
temporaries on either side of politics, the reaction each prompted was
widely divergent. Direct engagement with the New Atalantis came from
authors who recognised the political utility of the genre. Partisan writ-
ers including Oldmixon and Defoe attempted to appropriate the tropes
of Manley’s secret history and incorporate them within Whiggish polit-
ical propaganda. However, those who contested the version of political
occurrences found in the New Atalantis did so by vilifying its author,
and so Manley was pilloried as a scandalmonger — dubbed ‘Scandalosis-
sima Scoundrelia’ by one of her contemporaries — and was assumed to be
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sexually unchaste.”® The reaction to The Secret History of the White Staff
was markedly different. The version of the machinations that animated
public political occurrences offered in this text was contested by other
authors in print. These responses took direct and explicit issue with
Defoe’s text, rather than with its author. One such response, A Detection
of the Sophistry and Falsities of the Pamphlet, Entitl’d the Secret History of the
White Staff (1714), expanded on and added to the sources provided in
the original text in order to construct a counter-narrative. The anony-
mous author not only contests Defoe’s account by way of documents,
but he does so with recourse to the reader.

A simple way to account for the different responses to each secret
history would be by pointing to the gender of their authors. The reaction
to Manley’s text, for example, is a recognisably conventional response
to printed texts by women writers in the early eighteenth century. Early
women writers were frequently the subjects of satirical attacks suggest-
ing that the publication of their works was evidence of personal sexual
immorality. Moreover, as we have seen throughout this argument, the
involvement of women in political affairs — Masham’s involvement
in Atterbury and Harcourt’s plots; Sarah Churchill’s interfering in the
operation of the court — was judged especially harshly; thought to
connote illegitimate influence rather than rational advice.

However, the difference in the reception of Manley’s New Atalantis
and Defoe’s The Secret History of the White Staff is also produced by
the generic claims of each text and, more importantly, by the political
inflections that these generic innovations carry. As the scandal of the
New Atalantis had been material, rather than textual, so attacks on the
text concentrated on the personality of its author. In The Secret History
of the White Staff political scandal becomes an evidentiary matter that
depends upon the measured evaluation of printed accounts rather the
virtual witnessing of events.

Defoe precipitated the flurry of publications that countered the claims
of his own text. The second volume of The Secret History of the White Staff
ends with what amounts to a challenge to contrary-minded readers to
answer him in print. He writes that ‘if any are offended at this brief, but
Impartial History of Secret Things, they must be at the same liberty to
Write against it, that I have taken to Write it".”” A number of readers
seem to have taken the narrator of The Secret History of the White Staff at
his word. Within a year, six responses to Defoe’s secret history had been
published.”® These texts presented an alternative version of the events
narrated in the original by ascribing political corruption to Harley and
absolving others, such as Bolingbroke, Atterbury and Harcourt, from the
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charges of Defoe’s text. Each of these texts constructs a counter-narrative
of Harley’s last days in office by scrutinising the sources used in the orig-
inal text, and pointing to documents that counter Defoe’s claims. These
pamphlets shared emphasis on rational disputation is evident from their
very titles, such as A Detection of the Sophistry and Falsity of The Secret
History of the White Staff (1714). This anonymously authored pamphlet
asks its readers to compare Defoe’s text with other printed sources, such
as ‘the letter to Sir Miles Wharton concerning Occasional Peers’ and
issues of contemporary periodicals including ‘the Reader, number 6.7
These examples suggest Defoe’s secret history produces readers who are
full habitués of a printed political culture; expert readers who are able to
assess the representations of those in power.

The significance of this shift can by gauged by another response to
The Secret History of the White Staff that issued from the pen of John
Dunton. This pamphlet, entitled The Secret History of the White-Staff |...]
With a Detection of the Sophistry and Falsities of the Said Pamphlet (1714),
is constructed as an animadversion, or a detailed refutation of the claims
made in Defoe’s narrative.® Short sections of the original are reproduced
in full, and each is followed by a paragraph or so that evaluates — and
eventually invalidates — the evidence for each claim. The genre of this
particular response is interesting, as an animadversion was a legal, as
well as a rhetorical, term. In the judicial sphere, it referred to the pro-
cess of taking legal cognisance of something that required censure or
punishment and it often appeared in accounts of legal proceedings.®!
It is this type of detailed notice that the anonymous author of this text
pays to the original; each statement is carefully evaluated and eventually
overturned.

In his analysis of the intersections between early modern habits of
reading and modes of political engagement, Steven Zwicker discusses
the genre of the animadversion as part of a phenomenon he calls ‘com-
bative reading’. Influenced by the events of the Civil Wars, the practice
of reading was transformed from the work of admiration that is epito-
mised by the habit of commonplacing, to become an act of disputation
and disagreement. Reading, Zwicker argues, became a contest that repli-
cated the struggles that were taking place in other domains.?* The text
that Zwicker offers as a paradigmatic example of combative reading,
John Milton’s Eikonklastes (1649), employs exactly the same techniques
that Dunton called upon in writing The Secret History of the White-Staff
[...] With a Detection of the Sophistry and Falsities of the Said Pamphlet:
Milton meticulously scrutinises the claims of an earlier text, in this
instance, Charles I's Eikon Basilike, in order to invalidate them. However,
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although their techniques are identical, the relationship between read-
ers, texts, and politics that each text assumes is markedly different. The
use of animadversion in Eikonklastes replicates real discord: it repro-
duces and encourages an antagonistic relationship between readers and
forms of government. In contrast, the use of animadversion in The
Secret History of the White-Staff [...] With a Detection of the Sophistry and
Falsities of the Said Pamphlet suggests the increasing separation of read-
ing from forms of active involvement in political matters. As a result
of the reformation to the act of reference traced in this chapter, the
reader’s critical attention was directed further into the text itself and, as a
result, political discord was increasingly confined to paper skirmishes
and did not materialise as actual conflicts. The next chapter continues
to explore this reconfiguration of reading practices through an analysis
of contemporary periodicals.



4

Lucubrating London: The Tatler
and the Female Tatler

Ask a Lady for a Receipt, she knows nothing of the matter, 'tis
probable her Servant may, but she desires you to read such a
Pamphlet, and to give her your Thoughts how it is Writ, and
who you think is meant by those Letters and Dashes: The first
Question in a Morning is not what Conveniences the Family
may want, but if the Tatler be come in.

Female Tatler, no. 111

On 12 April 1709, a new paper appeared in London. The Tatler, as
the first issue announced, was to be published thrice weekly on Tues-
days, Thursdays and Saturdays. The masthead proclaimed the paper’s
author to be the fictional Isaac Bickerstaff Esq., but readers soon detected
the presence of Richard Steele in the Squire’s personality. Steele was
no novice in the business of periodical publication and had recently
been appointed as editor of the London Gazette. In stark contrast to
the Gazette, an official paper that reported foreign news and pub-
lished proclamations issued by the queen and by parliament, the Tatler
declared its interest in the ‘Conversation-Part of our Lives’. Its first issue
maps its contents onto the social sites of London as it outlines its inten-
tion of putting the world into print. ‘All accounts of Gallantry, Pleasure,
and Entertainment, shall be under the article of White’s Chocolate-house’,
Bickerstaff writes, ‘Poetry, under that of Will’s Coffee-house; Learning,
under the Title of Grecian; Foreign and Domestick News, you will have
from St James’s Coffee-house; and what else I have to offer on any other
Subject, shall be dated from my own Apartment.’! At once conceptual
and material, this scheme effectively embeds the Tatler in London'’s
coffeehouses, sociable sites that not only provided the paper with its
audience but also constituted the subject of the paper’s reflections.

92
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The Tatler quickly became one of the most popular and widely imitated
periodicals in early eighteenth-century England.

The Tatler (1709-11) and its successor, the Spectator (1711-12), are cen-
tral to Habermas'’s arguments regarding the public sphere. For Habermas,
the new periodicals and the coffeehouses with which they were associ-
ated were vital cultural sites in a developing public culture of rational
discussion. The periodicals mirrored the conversational culture the
coffeehouses modelled: a discursive space that ‘turns conversation into
criticism and bon mots into arguments.’?> The middle style of the Tatler
and its fellows signals ‘their proximity to the spoken word’ and the
papers themselves were ‘not only made the object of discussion by
the public of the coffeehouses but were viewed as an integral part
of this discussion.”® The sociable traffic between the coffeehouses and
these periodicals emphasises a conversational ethos and facilitates the
dissemination of this model of public culture. However, Habermas'’s
understanding of periodicals and the coffeehouses through which they
circulated as exemplary instances of a ‘discourse-oriented’ public sphere
has been thoroughly complicated by recent scholarship.

From their inception, coffeehouses were unruly sites that hosted
impassioned political debate and disseminated gossip. Seventeenth and
eighteenth century representations of the coffeehouse disclose scenes
of verbal and physical hostility as frequently as they depict reasoned
debate. This image of the coffeehouses not only revises our understand-
ing of the social sites of London, but it also refigures the orientation of
the Steele’s Tatler and Addison’s Spectator to their readers, now under-
stood as a conscious attempt to reform the coffeehouses and regulate
the conversation of their patrons by modelling a virtual social space in
which partisan debate is disallowed. This new understanding does not
modify the terms of the debate, as much as reverse them: Addison and
Steele’s periodicals no longer anticipate a political culture, but they are
part of a contested attempt to create it.* Further, the Tatler and Spec-
tator’s projection and promulgation of Whig sociability was stimulated
by that party’s declining fortunes. As Brian Cowan has recently argued,
the papers were designed to shift the terms of public debate away from
the discussion of religious politics, in which Whig politics were increas-
ingly losing ground to the high Tory resurgence, and away from the
constitutional principles that were hotly contested during Sacheverell’s
trial.> The papers, then, are an attempt to reform public discussion of
politics and to develop a mode of political debate that can rival - and
ultimately subsume - the spectacle of impassioned public involvement
that accompanied the Tory resurgence.
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Although the Tatler and the Spectator are concerned with governing
public conversation, they adopt very different methods of regulation.
The Tatler models talk through its engagement with the trope of gossip,
while the Spectator models distanced deliberation by emphasising writ-
ten reflection. These differences are encapsulated by the titles adopted
for each paper: the title of the Tatler suggests its investment in material
oral culture, while the title of the Spectator introduces a critical distance
between the paper’s eidolon and the events that occasion his essays. Yet,
in spite of the evident differences between the Tatler and the Spectator,
conventional accounts of eighteenth-century literary culture collapse
the two papers into a single phenomenon.® This chapter will explore the
sociable project of the Tatler by examining the methods and materials of
Steele’s periodical and those of his most widely read imitator, the Female
Tatler, in order to investigate how each publication helped reform their
respective audiences. It focuses on the trope of gossip, which features
in the titles of both papers in the refigured form of tattle, in order to
determine how it is used to manage the relationship between the reader
and the text.

‘Fair-Sexing it’: locating the Tatler and its audience

Readers were crucial to the Tatler and their centrality is reflected in
both the paper’s form and content. Bickerstaff’s address to ‘all per-
sons, without distinction’ and his provision of the first issues gratis
encouraged a wide readership to engage with his paper, while his dec-
laration in the first issue that the paper was designed to tell ‘Politick
Persons [...] what to think’ heralds his desire to reform his audience.”
Employing the language of indulgent gallantry (in Vivien Jones’ apt
phrase), Bickerstaff even extends his project to the ‘fair sex’ for whom he
resolves to have ‘something of entertainment’ in each paper.® Although
contemporaries commented derisively on the paper’s habit of ‘talk-
ing to the ladies’, women readers are invoked in the pages of the
Tatler not as a reflection of the paper’s audience, but as a rhetorical
figure demonstrating the paper’s solicitation of an audience that was
democratically broad.” The paper’s readership figured prominently in
its pages, not only as the subject of each issue but also as participants
in its construction. The Tatler exploits the dual meaning of the word
conversation, which in the eighteenth century referred to speaking and
to the exchange of letters. In his third week of publication, Bickerstaff
issued an invitation to his readers to contribute to his paper, requesting
details of the ‘Occurrences you meet with relating to your Amours, or
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any other Subject within the Rules by which I have proposed to walk.’®
The stream of letters that ensued began the following week and only
ended with the paper itself. These letters, almost two hundred in total,
formed an integral part of the Tatler.

The figure readers engaged in conversation, Isaac Bickerstaff, had a
definite presence in London. The pages of the Tatler show him to be
immersed in all aspects of life in the capital. Indeed, as the putative
author of Jonathan Swift’s satire on astrologers and almanac makers, he
had a literary presence in the city before Steele’s paper commenced. The
satiric prognostications of this pamphlet, Predictions for the year 1708,
caused a stir and the Bickerstaff persona rose to public prominence as
the satire was first contested and then extended. Steele later attributed
the Tatler's immediate success to his adoption of this familiar persona,
acknowledging that Swift’s ‘pleasant writings in the name of Bickerstaff,
created an Inclination in the Town towards any thing that could appear
in the same Disguise.”!! Bickerstaff’s appearance in these various publi-
cations meant readers were acutely aware that the identity was a mask
inhabited by a series of transient authors. In fact, the word ‘Bickerstaftf’
was used then - as it is now - as a general term, a synonym for a liter-
ary nom de plume. In this respect, the Bickerstaff persona is potentially
emblematic of an eidolon’s rhetorical function, a deliberately ghostly
presence that is designed to obscure the author’s identity. As Michael
Warner and Tedra Osell explain, an eidolon represents the relationship
between private identity and published persona demanded by the pub-
lic sphere suggesting that individual particularities must be subsumed
by general exemplarity in order for a public voice to be legitimated.!?

And yet although Bickerstaff functions as a mask for Steele’s own
identity, he rapidly assumes a particularised appearance, personality,
and circumstances. Bickerstaff is a confirmed bachelor approaching his
mid-sixties. He has an oval face and a lanky body, wears spectacles and
has a shaky hand. Several physical likenesses of Bickerstaff were sold as
accompaniments to the Tatler. The most famous of these, an engrav-
ing by Bernard Lens showing Bickerstaff at his desk, employs allegory
and portraiture in equal measure: a cat is used to represent domestic
space, but Bickerstaff’s face is creased and careworn (see Illustration 3).'3
This indicates the instability of the distinction, in Bickerstaff’s case,
between individual particularity and general exemplarity. The illusion
of Bickerstaff’s material existence was made more particular still. A Tatler
from early January 1710 prints a letter from Thomas Doggett, an actor,
inviting Bickerstaff to his coming benefit. Bickerstaff accepts, promising
to ‘come in between the First and Second Act, and remain in the Right
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Illustration 3 Bernard Lens, Isaac Bickerstaff, Esq., [1709]. By courtesy of Special
Collections, Spencer Research Library, University of Kansas Libraries.

Hand Box over the pit til the End of the Fourth’, and he recounts in a
subsequent issue the ‘universal Clap, and other testimonies of Applause’
with which he was received.'* This was more than a literary jest: accord-
ing to a contemporary, a ‘person dressed for Isaac Bickerstaffe did appear
at the Play-house on this occasion.’” This suggests the extent to which
Bickerstaff (and, through him, Steele) slips between individuality and
general exemplarity and, in the process, paradoxically makes the public
mask into a private person.

If Bickerstaff’s person alternates between private particularity and gen-
eral exemplarity, so too do the contents of his paper. Although the Tatler
ostensibly eschewed commentary on real people, the paper was often
represented in contemporary periodicals and newspapers as in need of
decoding. The Tory Examiner ridiculed Bickerstaff’s claim to represent
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‘general Characters, [which] stand for a whole Species’ by identifying
the Londoners that stood behind several of the paper’s characters and
suggesting that ‘at least fifty more’ could be provided.'¢ Steele was aware
that readers plumbed his paper for allusions to events and individuals
and often complained of the public’s propensity to read contem-
porary references into the characters he depicted in his paper. In late
October 1709, he devoted an entire issue to the reception of the previous
week’s Tatler. This earlier issue contained the long-promised allegory,
the ‘Tables of Fame’ wherein historical figures (such as Alexander the
Great, Aristotle and Plato) were seated at tables in a strict order designed
to reflect their merit.”” The readers depicted in the following num-
ber assume these characters, whose accomplishments and virtues were
so carefully assessed and ranked, mask contemporary figures whose
identity could be discovered under careful scrutiny. Bickerstaff’s ironic
declaration, that he is pleased his ‘Readers can construe for themselves
these difficult points’, reveals his frustration at his readers’ propensity
to interpret his paper according to their own acquaintance and way
of life.'®

Certainly, much of its contemporary audience read the Tatler as a com-
pendium of social and political gossip. Peter Wentworth sent copies
of the new paper to his brother, Lord Raby, then stationed at The
Hague. Each bundle of issues was accompanied by a letter discussing
the papers’ contents along with news of the family and the town.
Wentworth identifies the real-life persons indicated by the Tatler’s char-
acters with assurance, commenting approvingly on ‘the description of
Africanus, wch is Sir Scipio Hill’ and noting that the lovelorn physi-
cian, Aesculapius, ‘is upon Dr Radcliff[e] who they say is desperately in
love with [the] Duchess of Bolton’.' This method of reading the Tuatler
was not particular to the Wentworth family, it was a disposition shared
by most readers. Abigail Harley, Robert Harley’s daughter, commented
on the first issue of the Tatler in a letter to her aunt. A particular pas-
sage captured her interest: the unrequited passion a society gentleman
(referred to in later numbers as ‘Cynthio’) bears for a particular lady
and the enigmatic reference to a recent event that demonstrated he ‘has
most Understanding when he’s Drunk, and is least in his Senses when
he’s Sober’.?° Cynthio, Abigail Harley declared, was Lord Hinchinbrooke
and the incident the Tatler referred to was his inebriated outburst against
marriage during a recent playhouse performance. Even though ‘his title
was not put in’, she is certain her identification is correct because there
were witnesses enough to the actual event ‘to tell everybody who it
was’. Abigail’s comments reveal much about how the Tatler was received
because, although this letter is written in order to tell her aunt of the
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newly established Tatler, Abigail has yet to see the new paper herself.
She writes: ‘I have seen none yet. If they are worth anything [I] will send
them [to] you.”?! The fact she is able to provide the real-life referent for a
character in a paper she has not read indicates that these identifications
were widely made and publicly discussed.

These examples suggest Bickerstaff speaks to his readers in two reg-
isters: he exposes the failings of particular Londoners to their acquain-
tances, while he exposes vice in abstract to the general reader. Here it is
useful to recall contemporary observations regarding the circulation and
popularity of the Tatler. While the Spectator’s famous estimate of twenty
readers for each of its published numbers might exaggerate the size of
its readership,?® it accurately evokes the convivial reading and discus-
sion the paper stimulated. John Gay wrote that the owners of London’s
coffeehouses were sensible of the fact that the Tatler ‘alone had brought
them more customers than all their other newspapers put together’.?
The paper was not only read and discussed in conventional public sites,
but it also formed the subject of ladies’ assemblies: eight months after
the Tatler began publication, Lady Marow advised her daughter that ‘all
the town are full of the Tatler, which I hope you have to prepare you
for discourse, for no visit is made that I hear of but Mr Bickerstaff is
mentioned’.*

Like the New Atalantis, the Tatler draws on contemporary gossip,
and the narrative accounts presented in the paper become the subject
of further gossip as readers seek to connect the printed account to a
verbal report. Inside these expanding and contracting circuits of dis-
course, one does not need first-hand knowledge of the people or events
depicted in order to detect the individuals represented in the paper. As
Abigail Harley’s letter reminds us, readers could acquire the knowledge
necessary to associate the characters drawn in the Tatler’s pages with
real-life individuals by engaging in conversation or by frequenting one
of the spaces where the paper was regularly discussed. Although the
paper might otherwise contain encoded stories about real-life person-
ages, these stories were transformed by the activity of readers and the
circumstances in which they were read. Through these cultural practices,
gossip becomes tattle, a democratising discourse that emphatically lacks
a sense of exclusivity.

Bickerstaff claims he titled his paper in honour of the fair sex and so
affiliates his paper with tattle as an explicitly feminine discursive mode.
However, in spite of their respective associations with women, there is
a constitutive difference between the operation of gossip and tattle. As
spoken communication, the responsibility for gossip is shared between
small groups of individuals who are intimately connected, and the
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knowledge it yields is constructed communally by those who participate
in its processes. Gossip not only disseminates information, it also works
to reaffirm the bonds of intimacy that exist between its participants.
These social effects also attend textual manifestations of gossip. As rei-
fied in the genre of the secret history, gossip effectively simulates the
experience of being intimate with the cognoscenti by sharing their secrets
with its readers. Although the operation of the literary marketplace
somewhat counteracted the impulses of these texts towards secrecy,
gossip nevertheless, in both its oral and its printed forms, remains a dis-
course with exclusionary impulses. The economy of tattling, however,
is very different.

To tattle is to disseminate information indiscriminately, with scant
attention to the nature of one’s audience. Gossip might insist on the
confidentiality of its contents, but tattle relentlessly publicises. Whereas
gossip requires those who listen to also participate, tattle is a mono-
logic form of discourse: the focus is upon the telling of a tale rather
than on puzzling out its implications. Tattle emphasises the authority
of the talebearer as the sole owner of knowledge and the authority of
that position is not shared equally among the group. Those who lis-
ten to tattle are passive, and for this reason alone it does not perform
the same social functions as gossip. In fact, accounts of tattling often
emphasise its potential to breach social bonds by characterising it as a
betrayal of secrets that has deleterious effects on its subject or ‘victim’.?
The focus of tattle is not on forging intimacy, but on destroying it, in
favour of supplying knowledge to a larger public.

Bickerstaff capitalised on the implicit authority of the tattler as tale-
bearer by laying claim to a pseudo-official role. In April 1710, he
assumed the mantle of ‘Censor of Great Britain’.?® He models this
office on that of the censor of classical Rome, the magistrate respon-
sible for periodically counting the citizens and also for controlling
public morals.?” In assuming the position of censor, Bickerstaff explic-
itly declares his ability and fitness to legislate in matters of taste. This
authority was wishfully enacted in the pages of his paper. He imagines
‘court days’, held in his own apartment, convened to evaluate social
affectations and moral irregularity. In these projected scenes, he assumes
a legal position and not only judges the offender but issues sentence,
declaring his ability to ‘punish Offences according to the Quality of
the Offender.””® The public heeded Bickerstaff’s self-proclaimed title: an
unpublished letter, in the form of an official complaint regarding the
forms of address assumed by women, is addressed ‘“To Isaac Bickerstaff,
Esq., Censor of Great Britain’, while another correspondent happily con-
cedes that ‘as censor of Great Britain, you certainly are entitled to have
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the examination of all causes which our constitution has not submitted
to some other jurisdiction.”” Anne Clavering’s letter to her brother fol-
lowing the death of the Duchess of Beaufort — wherein she remarks that
she has ‘met with none that can answer my query concerning the Duke
so I must apply to Mr Bickerstaff of the Tatler to know whether his Grace
should drink down his sorrow or refrain excess for some few days® —
is a wry comment on the extent to which Bickerstaff had become a
culturally privileged expert on social matters.

Yet in assuming this position, Bickerstaff is aligning himself with the
programmatic aspects of scandal rather than the slippery qualities of
tattle and gossip. As I have already established, scandal and the law
share striking structural affinities as mechanisms of definition and con-
trol. In aligning his discourse with scandal and with censure, Bickerstaff
is creating a space for his paper that is easily sublimated into a legal
domain. The localised and particular concerns of gossip are written over
with the national interest and the public benefits of this discourse are
insisted upon: the tattler becomes the ‘Censor of Great Britain’ and tattle
is transformed into the work of social reformation. There is, of course,
a paradox here, as satire depends for its substance on displaying the
very behaviour that Bickerstaff claims he would eradicate. The juridical
function that Bickerstaff seems to imitate here is self-consciously wishful
and the Tatler produces censorship as a trope that the paper necessarily
exceeds.

Bickerstaff’s deliberately masculine and particularised persona was
consolidated in opposition to one prominent female author in particu-
lar. Richard Steele and Delarivier Manley were more than just colleagues
in the literary marketplace: surviving correspondence suggests they
shared an early friendship (and perhaps a more intimate relationship)
that soured into professional and personal rivalry.*! The origins of this
animosity were the subject of sustained, yet widely divergent, accounts
in each of their public works. While Manley suggests that the breach in
their friendship resulted from personal events — she claims in the New
Atalantis that in spite of her early generosity to Steele, he refused her
a small loan when she was in exigent circumstances®? — Steele implied
that it was a professional dispute. Manley appears in the pages of the
Tatler as ‘Epicene’, ‘the Writer of Memoirs from the Mediterranean, who,
by the Help of some artificial Poisons convey’d by Smells, has within
these few Weeks brought many Persons of both Sexes to an untimely
Fate.’*® In naming her ‘Epicene’, Steele elides Manley’s gender by rep-
resenting her as figure that is neither male nor female. This portrait
stands in stark contrast to the usual terms in which Manley and her
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methods were represented. Contemporary characterisations of Manley
emphasised her femininity by exploiting the conventional wisdom that
gossip was a pastime fitted to that sex. While this focus trivialised the
importance of Manley’s works, it was used with equal effectiveness by
those who sought to denigrate or defend her writings. In the pages of the
Tatler, however, gossip is not a trivial pursuit but a murderous weapon,
and Manley is unsexed through her devotion to its dictates. Perhaps
because of the centrality of the rhetorical tropes of femininity to his
paper’s project, Bickerstaff unsexes Manley in order to differentiate his
project from hers. The severity of these images serves, to a degree, to dis-
tinguish Bickerstaff’s tattle from Manley’s gossip. It also works to militate
against the inference that the affiliation of the paper to gossip suggests
the triviality of its contents. The Tatler, effectively, wrests gossip away
from women.

Telling news, talking politics

In introducing his readers to the coffeehouses that pattern the Tatler’s
contents — White’s Chocolate House will host accounts of gallantry and
pleasure, Will’s Coffeehouse poetry, the Grecian learning, and St James's
Coffeehouse the news — Bickerstaff also draws attention to the means
by which his paper’s contents were acquired. Much of the paper relied
on information gathered by informants who report conversations held
in coffee-houses, correspondents who supplement Bickerstaff’s knowl-
edge of events in London and inform him of happenings outside the
capital, and Pacolet (Bickerstaff’s ‘familiar’) who spies and steals letters
on his behalf. Unlike the Lady Intelligence, who gathers information
for the sententious goddesses in the New Atalantis, Bickerstaft’s infor-
mants are unambiguously connected to London’s civic sites. His clerks,
Sir Humphrey Kidney and Sir Thomas, are waiters at St James’s Coffee-
house and White’s Chocolate House respectively, and their characters
were designed to represent the men who actually filled these positions.>*
But like the Lady Intelligence in Manley’s secret history, Bickerstaff
exploits the material basis of his paper as a means of demarcating his
persona from that of a ‘gossip’. In the first issue, he emphasises the
labour of establishing and the cost of maintaining his network of paid
informants. This pose is elaborated as the Tatler continues. In devoting
a section of his paper to the inappropriate use of the term ‘esquire’ as
a form of address, Bickerstaff claims to have ‘taken an Inventory of all
within this City, and look’d over every Letter in the Post-Office for my
better Information’.3> On another occasion, having become curious as to
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why the object of Cynthio’s affection has rejected him, Bickerstaff sends
Pacolet to her lodgings in search of correspondence that might discover
the secrets of her heart.** His methods of gathering information mimic
those employed by the secretary of state’s office, which regularly supple-
mented the intelligence gathered by spies, foreign correspondents and
the interception of letters with the gossip that was gleaned by agents
stationed at London’s most prominent coffeehouses.?” This emphasises
the involvement of the Tatler in the life of London and highlights the
collaborative nature of the paper.

Bickerstaff’s pose as a ‘Court Intelligencer’, as he was characterised by
the authors of the General Postscript,*® also served to remind contempo-
rary readers of the paper’s connection to the London Gazette. Steele had
been appointed editor of this, the capital’s sole official newspaper, early
in May 1707 and continued to act in this capacity until late in 1710.%
The Gazette was firmly tied to the government: its editor worked under
the immediate supervision of the secretaries of state, conducting the
business of the paper in Lord Sunderland’s office in the Cockpit, and its
contents were drawn from the ‘intelligence’ that that office gathered to
maintain the security of the nation. While coveted, the office of editor,
or Gazetteer as it was familiarly referred to, was a government appoint-
ment; Steele likened the work to that of the ‘lowest Minister of State’.*°
For all but two months of the Tatler’s existence, Steele was writing the
two periodicals concurrently and readers viewed his association with the
whiggish Gazette as a clear indication of the politics of his new paper.*!
This assumption was not unwarranted: a letter written by Lady Elizabeth
Hervey to her husband in the week before the first issue of the Tatler hit
the streets reveals Steele’s new paper, like the Gazette before it, was born
in the secretary’s department. She writes: ‘This is all the news I know,
except this inclosed paper, which I heard Lord Sun[derland] commend
mightily, so I have teased Mr Hopkins [the undersecretary] till he got it
for me, for tis not published, tho’ it is printed.”*> Her comments indi-
cate that Steele’s new venture was read and approved of by the ministry
before it was published.

The Tatler was centrally concerned with politics. Bickerstaff’s declara-
tion in the first issue that his paper was designed to ‘tell politick persons
what to think’ can be considered a procedural statement, as the Tatler
was intended to form political subjects and, furthermore, to govern the
manner in which those subjects engaged in contemporary issues and
debates. The usual register of the paper’s political engagement is taken
to be the regular inclusion of domestic and foreign news under the head-
ing of St James. Steele used information he was privy to as Gazetteer in
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assembling the news for the Tatler, and it was often only minor syntac-
tical differences that separated the printed reports in each paper. The
evident similarities motivated the Examiner to devote an entire issue to
the matter, reprinting sections from each paper in parallel columns so
as to demonstrate the only difference between the two accounts was
in their word order.** Steele would later acknowledge that the inclu-
sion of the news ‘brought in a Multitude of Readers’ but, its evident
popularity notwithstanding, the lengthy sections devoted to the news
diminished as the end of 1709 approached.* After the hundredth issue
in late November the news is only included on a further six occasions.
Rather than marking the paper’s renunciation of politics, the attenu-
ation of sections devoted specifically to the news merely signalled that
the paper’s political engagement had changed its form. Contemporary
readers noted a reinvigorated interest in party political matters in the
Tatler. Swift claimed the paper was highly regarded during its first year
of publication - the year the news department was a regular feature fea-
tured — precisely because it did not concern itself with politics. He argues
the paper was ‘equally esteemed by both parties, because it meddled
with neither. But some time after Sacheverell’s trial, when things began
to change their aspect, Mr Steele [...] would needs corrupt his paper with
politics; published one or two most virulent libels, and chose for his
subject even that individual Mr Harley, who had made him gazetteer.’*
The Tatler continued to concern itself with political issues following
the defeat of the Whigs at the elections later that year.*® However, the
nature of the paper’s political engagement, which began to change in
late 1709, was transformed entirely. Whereas previously the Tatler had
conveyed its political position in a mild and relatively straightforward
manner in the expectation readers would rationally evaluate the infor-
mation the paper contained, Bickerstaff now attempts to influence —
perhaps even manipulate — his readers’ judgements by representing
political figures as fictional characters engaged in questionable activ-
ities. These are the techniques Bickerstaff uses in representing Robert
Harley as Polypragmon, a ‘cunning fellow’ who delights in ostenta-
tious secrecy and is possessed of the ‘monstrous Affectation of being
thought artful.’*” In relying on these strategies to shape the dispositions
of his readers, Bickerstaff contradicts the discursive trope of his paper as
he ceases communicating information and turns instead to influencing
his readers. Accompanying this is a general contraction of the paper’s
discourse from the coffeehouses that once acted as virtual hosts to con-
versations regarding literature, learning, gallantry and politics to the
privatised space of Bickerstaff’s own apartment. The withdrawal staged
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in the pages of the paper is also signalled by the word - lucubrations —
that comes to describe Bickerstaff’s reflections on social matters and,
later, function as a surrogate title for the paper itself. As Samuel Johnson
defined it in his dictionary, lucubration refers to ‘study by candlelight;
nocturnal study; any thing composed by night’.*® It reflects the privacy
of Bickerstaff’s meditation on public life and suggests his disengagement
from direct conversation with his readers. The reasons why this might
be the case are revealed through the representation in the Tatler's pages
of one particular reader who perused the paper for its political content.

Early in April 1710, Bickerstaff introduced his readers to a new char-
acter, the ‘political upholsterer’, a gentleman who neglects his own
business and family in order to devote himself entirely to the pursuit
of news. Bickerstaff initially encounters the upholsterer in St James'’s
Park, where he is frantically soliciting and disseminating information
about the progress of the war even though ‘his Wife and Children were
starving’.*” The upholsterer’s desire for news is all consuming, and he
treats news as if it were gossip. He wakes Bickerstaff early one morning
in order to inform him of ‘a Piece of Home-News that every Body in
Town will be full of Two Hours hence’, and passes on other items of
news as though they were secrets.>® Most often, the political upholsterer
communicates with Bickerstaff in whispers. Whispering is a means of
publicly staging a secret: it is a way of performing the secrecy shared
between two individuals for a third who is excluded from their intimate
communication. This is the sense exploited in a later letter to the Specta-
tor (thought to be by Alexander Pope) that proposes a new periodical —
a ‘Newsletter of Whispers’. He writes, ‘By Whispers I mean those Pieces
of News which are communicated as Secrets, and which bring a double
Pleasure to the Hearer; first, as they are a private History, and in the next
place, as they have always in them a Dash of Scandal.””! In his encoun-
ters with Bickerstaff, we witness the political upholsterer attempting
to privatise the dissemination of public knowledge. He endeavours to
construct an aura of secrecy around information that is disseminated
democratically through the periodical press and uses it to construct
clubs and cabals.

The upholsterer’s obsession with the news is finely calibrated. He reads
the tory Post-Boy and the Supplement, alongside the whiggish Post-Man
and the neutral reportage of the Daily Courant. His passion for the news,
represented here as a mania, is inflamed by the practices of news writers.
Much as the political upholsterer augments items of public knowledge
with an aura of secrecy before passing them on to others, news writers
also embellish, or ‘upholster’, reports of public events before presenting
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them to the reading public. It is the techniques designed to extend
small items of news into the substance of a paper and, more partic-
ularly, the strategies of indirection — ‘the most happy Art of saying
and unsaying’ — that are largely responsible for this mania. The generic
style of the periodicals obscures meaning and Bickerstaff draws a par-
allel to the chivalric romances that consumed Don Quixote, warning
that ‘the News-Papers of this Island are as pernicious to weak Heads
in England as ever Books of Chivalry to Spain’. Such publications have
the capacity to addle the brains of readers who are unable to discrim-
inate extraneous material, or padding, from disguised content, those
who ‘were not born to have Thoughts of their own, and consequently
lay a Weight upon every Thing which they read in Print’.>* Disapprov-
ingly, Bickerstaff remarks that the political economy of Britain cannot
help but languish in the throes of such an epistemological disturbance:
‘The Tautology, the Contradictions, the Doubts, and Wants of Confir-
mations, are what keeps up imaginary Entertainments in empty Heads,
and produce Neglect of their own Affairs, Poverty, and Bankruptcy, in
many of the Shop-Statesmen.’?

The spectre of the news-addicted reader haunts the pages of the Tatler.
The word ‘quidnunc’ (literally ‘what now’) is coined to describe these
individuals in one particular issue of the paper.>* A quidnunc was a
newsmonger, one who misused his leisure time by constantly asking
after the latest news. The term effectively highlights the conjunction
of gossip and the dissemination of news during Queen Anne’s reign.
The character of the quidnunc is elaborated in the Spectator in a letter
from one Thomas Quid-nunc, who writes with the hope of persuading
Mr Spectator to include more news in his paper. Following the news,
he declares, is ‘the noblest Entertainment of the Rational Creature’. He
continues:

I have a very good Ear for a Secret, and am naturally of a commu-
nicative Temper; by which Means I am capable of doing you great
Services in this way. In order to make my self useful, I am early in
the Antichamber, where I thrust my Head into the thick of the Press,
and catch the News, at the opening of the Door, while it is warm.
[...] At other times I lay my Ear close to the Wall, and suck in many a
valuable Whisper, as it runs in a straight Line from Corner to Corner.
When I am weary with standing, I repair to one of the neighbouring
Coffee-houses, where I sit sometimes for a whole Day, and have the
News, as it comes from the Court, fresh and fresh. In short Sir, I
spare no pains to know how the World goes. A Piece of News loses
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its Flavour when it hath been an Hour in the Air. I love, if I may so
speak, to have it fresh from the Tree; and to convey it to my Friends
before it is faded.*

The story of the political upholsterer and Thomas Quidnunc serve as
cautionary tales: even news that is imparted openly can be misused by
the reading public, received as if it were a secret and thus re-privatised.
Consequently, as the Tatler continues, the paper turns from tattling
political news and begins to employ strategies of indirection. Political
information goes undercover, as the periodical focuses increasingly on
telling its readers what to think about affairs of state. The reason for
this alteration become more legible when it is placed in the context of
contemporary developments in both the literary and political spheres.

The timing of the Tatlers concerned with the political upholsterer is
crucial to understanding their import: the first of these appeared two
short weeks after the conclusion of Sacheverell’s very public impeach-
ment trial and in the wake of the public demonstrations of popular
support for the Doctor’s cause.*® Indeed, in a later number, the political
upholsterer reveals himself to be consumed by the very flood of pam-
phlets that supported or denounced Sacheverell. The upholsterer has
devoted both his days and nights in the six months since the verdict to
reading the literature produced in response to the trial, but confesses
that ‘the Authors are so numerous, and the State of Affairs alters so
very fast, that I am now a Fortnight behind-hand in my Reading, and
know only how Things stood Twelve Days ago.””” While the Tatler’s bias
against the public’s use of news was evident from its very first num-
ber, it was reinvigorated by the trial, particularly by the role the press
played in engaging the general reading public with the serious issues
under debate, and the manner in which this public engagement was
manifest. Considered alongside these numbers on the political uphol-
sterer, the timing of the eclipse of the news in the Tatler assumes
greater significance. It coincides with a considerable increase in the
public’s involvement with political affairs, as evidenced by the extraor-
dinary popularity of the New Atalantis and the public’s impassioned
involvement in the Sacheverell affair.

The distrust of impassioned discussion of the news is dramatised in
the final numbers of the Tatler as the reason for its conclusion. One
of the final numbers of the paper, published in early December 1710,
is addressed to the paper’s talkative readers. It is headed with a motto
drawn from Horace - favete linguis, or favour me with your silence — and
focuses on the social abuses enacted by garrulous men in coffeehouses.
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These are men who ‘utter their political essays, and draw parallels out
of Baker’s ‘Chronicle’ to almost every part of her Majesty’s reign’. This
‘loquacious Kind of Animal’ is not confined to coffeehouses but also
haunts ‘private Clubs and Conversations over a Bottle’.%® Bickerstaff
equates loquacity of this kind with robbery and proposes to invent a
watch that can be used to restrict these men to a minute of speech. In
bringing the paper to a close, Bickerstaff notes the irony involved in
satirising talking within a paper that takes tattle, a variety of talk, as
its emblem. He assures his reader of the great difference between ‘tat-
tle and loquacity, as I will show at large in a following Lucubration.’
This number, however, never eventuated. Instead, the Tatler itself falls
silent: the paper drew to a close six issues later as Richard Steele, speak-
ing to readers in his own voice, resigned the pretension of ‘talk[ing] in a
mask’. The Tatler began its conversation with readers in a political and
cultural climate favouring the Whigs; it fell silent in a climate that was
not nearly as hospitable. The Whigs had been, as Stuart Sherman sum-
marises, ‘politically muted’ by the 1710 elections and the impassioned
involvement of readers in public debates signalled a culture of public
engagement that was emphatically Tory.

It is little surprise, then, that Steele and Addison’s next venture
into print makes a feature of silence. Mr Spectator, the eidolon of the
new paper, is the paradigmatic instance of a virtual print persona. His
self-portrait, in stark contrast to Bickerstaff’s own, emphasises his imma-
teriality and isolation from the social life of the capital. He is a ‘silent
man’, determined to ‘print myself out’. The new paper is substantially
different in content and form, eschewing both news and gossip for
essays on social principles. Mr Spectator continually polices the bound-
aries between the kind of curiosity directed at the private lives of his
readers and his dispassionate survey of London life. The paper’s essays,
as Brian Cowan has recently argued, were not envisioned as a forum
for competitive debate between ideologies, but ‘as a medium whereby
a stable political consensus could be enforced through making partisan
political debate appear socially unacceptable in public spaces such as
coffeehouses or in media like periodical newspapers.’>

The Femnale Tatler and the female reader

The Tatler inspired a multitude of publications that sought to capitalise
on its success: six appeared during the paper’s initial six months of pub-
lication, and another three in the following year. These imitators and
detractors became so numerous that Steele was obliged to acknowledge
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them in print, denouncing the ‘numberless Vermin that feed upon this
Paper, [...] the small Wits and Scribblers that every Day turn a Penny
by nibbling at my Lucubrations.”® Inspired perhaps by the Tatler's own
emphasis on dialogue and exchange, these ‘numberless vermin’ treated
Steele’s paper as a discursive commons by freely adapting elements of
his paper to their own ends. A number of these periodicals declared their
affiliation to the Tatler through their titles — such as the Tory Tatler, the
North Tatler, and the Tattling Harlot — while others suggested a closer kin-
ship by transporting characters born in Bickerstaff’s pages to their own
paper. The anonymous author of The Whisperer appropriated the per-
sona of Mrs Jenny Distaff, Bickerstaff’s sister, who had been introduced
to readers of the Tatler in its tenth issue; while the eidolon of Gazette
A-la-mode, Sir Thomas Whipstaff, adopted the patronym ‘staff’ in order
to bring himself into a familial relationship with Bickerstaff himself.!
These titles indicated the more extensive dialogue they initiated with
Steele’s original: throughout their respective runs, these papers not only
engaged the content of the Tatler’s tri-weekly issues but they also often
referred to themselves as participants in a generic project, as one of the
‘TATLERS’.%*

Most of Steele’s ‘doughty antagonists’ were transient publications,
which lasted only one or two issues. The exception is the Female Tatler,
which began publication on 8 July 1709, three months after the first
Tatler hit London’s streets, and continued until 31 March 1710. The
Female Tatler continues the privatisation of talk staged in the pages
of the Tatler, and extends its scope by reasserting gossip’s gendered
character.

The Female Tatler was authored by Mrs Crackenthorpe, a fictional lady
who, as the masthead announces, ‘knows every thing’. The authorship
of this paper has never been determined conclusively and the publishing
history of the paper itself is intricately tangled. Shortly after the ven-
ture began, Mrs Crackenthorpe moved her paper from its original home
at the printing house of Benjamin Bragge to that of Abigail Baldwin,
claiming she was ‘disingenuously us’d’ by Bragge.®® However, Bragge
continued to publish a periodical with the title of the Female Tatler by
an author who claimed to be Mrs Crackenthorpe. For eight weeks, the
two papers attempted to outdo each other in print - their concurrent
publication testifying further to the popularity of these generic Tatlers —
before the spurious Female Tatler suddenly ceased publication. Less than
a month after this dispute resolved itself, Mrs Crackenthorpe announced
she had resigned the authorship of her paper to ‘a Society of Modest
Ladies’.®* This society — Lucinda, Emilia, Arabella, Rosella, Artesia and,
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later, Sophronia — authored the paper until its demise in March 1710.
Although these ladies are as fictional as Mrs Crackenthorpe herself, this
was not merely a revision in the way the paper was presented to the
public. Instead it constituted an actual change to the authorship of the
paper: the person behind Mrs Crackenthorpe resigned the paper to a
syndicate of new authors that included Susanna Centrelivre and Bernard
Mandeville among their number.%

The author who stood behind the original incarnation of
Mrs Crackenthorpe continues to elude detection. The conventionally
triangulated relationship between gossip, scandal, and gender has led
to the periodic attribution, both by paper’s first readers and modern
scholars of early eighteenth literature, of the Female Tatler to Delariv-
ier Manley. In enumerating his paper’s antagonists, Steele contends that
the Female Tatler and the New Atalantis were ‘of the same character’,
while the General Postscript went one step further by suggesting Manley
(dubbed ‘Scandalosissima Scoundrelia’) produced the paper in collabora-
tion with two others.®® Other readers detected a different author behind
Mzrs Crackenthorpe’s mask. In September 1709, after trading squibs with
the Female Tatler, the British Apollo confidently identified its antagonist:

But others will swear that this wise Undertaker,
By Trade’s an At——ney, by Name is a B—r,
Who rambles about with a Female Disguise on,
And lives upon Scandal as Toads do on Poyson.®”

Mrs Crackenthorpe is identified as Thomas Baker, an attorney and a
moderately successful dramatist. The attribution of the Female Tatler
advanced here by the British Apollo has become the critical consensus.®®
While the attribution of the Female Tatler to Manley rests on the coinci-
dence of dates between her arrest and the paper’s change of authorship,
it has been ascribed to Baker on the basis of careful reading of the paper’s
preoccupations.

The spurious association between Delarivier Manley and the Female
Tatler has led to a curious misreading of the paper’s content. The
assumption that Manley, the foremost female Tory polemicist, was the
author of the paper has meant a similar political character has been
ascribed to the Female Tatler. Ros Ballaster describes the Female Tatler
as a ‘party political paper, a Tory riposte to the Whiggish ideologies of
its male counterpart’; while Alison Adburgham argues ‘the Female Tatler
was a vehicle for the violently Tory invective of Mrs Crackenthorpe.’®®
However, aspects of the paper contradict this reading. The very fact
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the Female Tatler was housed at the printing shop of Abigail Baldwin,
a trade publisher extensively involved in Whig politics, demonstrates
the politics of the paper were not as evident as Adburgham and Ballaster
suggest. In fact, later issues of the paper disclose Whig political sympa-
thies as they include a paean to Marlborough following his victory at
Malplaquet.”® Mrs Crackenthorpe often draws attention to her political
neutrality. Responding to a letter from a reader asking her to ‘declare
what Party she’s of’, Mrs Crackenthorpe seeks to distance herself from
party politics entirely:

Why should People that are independent of the ministry, be so
impertinently busy as to Trouble their Heads with any Constitu-
tion that they live happily under? and ’tis a sign English People
are strangely perverse when the present Establishment, which is the
wisest, the best concerted, and the most flourishing that ever was,
cannot persuade a cordial unity.”!

Later issues of the paper uphold this promise to remain apart from state
skirmishes — for instance, the paper dramatises an impassioned debate
between a ‘high-flying Churchman’ and a ‘gentleman of the army’ over
Sacheverell’s guilt or innocence, but refrains from drawing conclusions.
In fact, one of the most striking features of the Female Tatler is its curi-
ously apolitical character, especially when the politically-engaged nature
of almost all writing during Queen Anne’s reign is considered.

The ascription of the Female Tatler to Manley has also meant that
insufficient attention has been paid to the significance of a male author
seeking discursive authority through a feminine mask. The Female Tatler
is one of the first instances of a publication that consistently exploits
the femininity of its eidolon in order to communicate publicly. It seems
clear Baker adopted a feminine persona in order to exploit the trope of
tattling. The paper’s first number acknowledges that tattling ‘was ever
adjudg’d peculiar to our sex’, and it is women'’s propensity to engage
in scandal-mongering that is most often dramatised in the paper’s
pages.”” Indeed, Mrs Crackenthorpe’s gender was not only an impor-
tant part of her popular success, but it was also the crucial grounds
of her public authority. Those who sought to undermine the paper’s
credibility did so by insinuating the paper’s true author was a man. By
the twelfth issue of the Female Tatler, these reports were so widespread
that Mrs Crackenthorpe was compelled to deny them in print as ‘a
splenetic and irrational aspersion upon our whole sex.’”® The reports
continued to circulate and became a potent weapon in the months



Lucubrating London 111

two rival Female Tatlers were produced. Each author attempted to prove
the other a fraud by demonstrating their competitor was a man: the
paper published by Bragge suggested the rival paper was authored by his
footman, Francis, who had absconded with his papers, while the ver-
sion issued by Baldwin printed a reader’s letter unmasking the spurious
Mrs Crackenthorpe as a ‘surly, sullen, morose, splenetic old Dotard’ who
haunts the ale-houses surrounding St Paul’s Church-yard.”* Assuming a
feminine persona, then, had real discursive authority.

The motto of the paper — Sum Canna Vocalis, or ‘1 am a talking
reed’ — strongly evokes an image of tattling and illustrates the increas-
ingly unambiguous link between the communicative method of tattling
and democratic discourse. Mrs Crackenthorpe explicates the motto she
has chosen in the third number of her paper in order to settle a dis-
pute that has arisen between several of her female readers regarding
the story to which the motto refers. The motto recalls the myth of a
man who digs a hole in a riverbank in which to whisper a secret he
is unable to keep. Nearby reeds take up his secret and broadcast, or
publish, it with each gust of wind. This story provides a motif for the
Female Tatler's approach to its subject matter: rather than suggesting the
intimate communication that is established and sustained by gossip, it
emblematises communication that is indiscriminate and thus relatively
democratic.

The ephemeral nature of tattle is not only symbolised by the paper’s
motto, but also represented by the persona of Mrs Crackenthorpe her-
self. While Bickerstaff’s personality and appearance become increasingly
specific as the Tatler progresses, Mrs Crackenthorpe remains an elu-
sive presence in the pages of her paper. Readers were eager to know
more about their author, and Mrs Crackenthorpe responded to their
requests on two occasions: first, with her portrait which is subsequently
incorporated in the paper’s masthead; and then with an account of
her person and family. In describing her person, Mrs Crackenthorpe
announces that ‘no Person can truly define themselves [so] I shall only
tell the Town, what a sort of Woman I'd have ‘em imagine me to
be’. In what follows, she steers her readers’ imagination to the middle
ground, directing them to imagine ‘a middle-aged, middle-sized brown
woman, that’s neither awkward or coquettish, foppish or fanatical, but
dresses herself like a gentlewoman, moderately in the mode, with an
easy affable disposition’.”> Her portrait, too, is remarkable for its lack
of particularity. Unlike Bickerstaff who is depicted surrounded by the
accoutrements of writing and whose face is delineated in such a way as
to demonstrate his character, Mrs Crackenthorpe could well be any of
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Female
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By Mrs. Crackenthorpe, 4 Lady that @?";” every thing.

Illustration 4 Masthead of the Female Tatler, no. 21 (24 Aug. 1709). Courtesy of
the Houghton Library, Harvard College Library. 15493.52.20 F.

London'’s fashionable ladies (see Illustration 4). Yet the manner in which
Mrs Crackenthorpe’s image is incorporated in the masthead is sug-
gestive: her portrait is framed by the paper’s motto, ‘I am a talking
reed’, and her name emblazoned across the bottom. This makes the
reference of the motto undeniably specific — Mrs Crackenthorpe is the
paper’s talking reed — and emphasises the ephemeral nature of her
persona.

Although Bickerstaff listed the Female Tatler as one of his antago-
nists, Mrs Crackenthorpe aimed to complement, rather than censure,
the contents of the Tatler proper. The paper was published on alter-
nate days to the Tatler and was presented as a feminised version of the
masculine style and concerns of Bickerstaff’s paper. Mrs Crackenthorpe
declares that she ‘consult[s] the Honour and Interest of the Ladies, with
as much Fervency as the Male TATLER does that of the Gentlemen’
and, on a number of occasions, is called upon to explain some of more
arcane aspects of the Tatler proper that her readers assume were writ-
ten with a male audience in mind.”® Mrs Crackenthorpe later suggests
the complementary relationship between their papers by joining her
paper to Bickerstaff’s as a collaborative Tatler that is ‘daily published’.””
This is illustrated neatly in a suggestion, made by one of the com-
pany present at Mrs Crackenthorpe’s twice-weekly drawing rooms, that
her host would make a suitable match for the unmarried Bickerstaff.”
However, although Mrs Crackenthorpe’s female voice is imagined to be
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more amenable to the ladies, it is not exclusively addressed to them.
She carefully observes that men and women share the pleasures of scan-
dal equally, and commonly describes her readers as ‘Gentlemen and
Ladies’.”

The Female Tatler, like the Tatler proper, originates from a specific
material site. The paper emerges from Mrs Crackenthorpe’s drawing
room, or ‘scandal office’, as it has been dubbed by one of her more
regular visitors in tribute to the gossip that is exchanged there. These
drawing-room assemblies not only supply Mrs Crackenthorpe with the
information necessary to fill her pages but, as she writes frequently
on subjects suggested by her visitors in conversation, these discussions
often directly shape the substance of her paper.®® Rather than standing
against the public sphere — as a private realm demarcated from the pub-
lic space of politics — Mrs Crackenthorpe’s drawing room encompasses
all its sites. She purposefully represents the basis of her intelligence
as co-extensive with that of the Tatler and advises her readers that
her apartment ‘comprehends, White's, Will’s, the Grecian, Garraway’s in
Exchange-Alley, and all the India-Houses within the Bills of Mortality.’8!
However, despite the array of subjects canvassed by Mrs Crackenthorpe —
the conversation, as she claims, regularly includes discussion of law
cases, the price of stocks, removals at court, books, new fashions, and
tittle-tattle — the fact remains her knowledge of these matters depends
on word of mouth. Mrs Crackenthorpe is not a presence in the world
she describes: her knowledge is restricted to the gossip she gleans during
her drawing-room assemblies, rather than through participation in or
direct observation of the events she remarks upon.

Mrs Crackenthorpe claims that the stories recounted in the Female
Tatler are written with the intention of serving the public by reforming
vice and ridiculing the vanities of the age. The Female Tatler is ‘not an
impertinent Rotation of Chit-Chat but a well-grounded Design, divert-
ingly to lead People into good moral Instruction whose intent in reading
this Paper might be only to find out some invidious Reflection, or laugh
at an idle Story’.#? This, of course, echoes the professed goals of the Tatler
proper and, indeed, when Mrs Crackenthorpe laments the difficulties
entailed in her project of moral and social reformation, she explicitly
aligns her paper with Bickerstaff’s. ‘Now, would anybody suppose when
Tatlers are daily published that people should be so horrid silly? But as
the ingenious Mr Bickerstaff says — one may write to eternity, the world
is still the same.’ Mrs Crackenthorpe’s focus on reformation is so singu-
lar that she often claims to be inundated with ‘intelligence’ from readers,
which she is obliged to ignore as it contains particular reflections on
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individuals that she refuses to publish. She complains much of the vast
volume of correspondence she receives is unsuitable for her paper, as
it contains nothing but ‘silly Amours, petty Reflections, frivolous Tales,
and scandalous Aspersions’.®* Readers are invited to engage with the
periodical, but their contributions will be excluded if they fail to take a
particular form.

It is often difficult to discern whether the characters that form the
substance of each issue are intended as reflections on actual members of
London society, or whether they are entirely fictional figures, invented
in order to illustrate a specific moral point or matter of social etiquette.
Readers do not necessarily have to be able to discern the identity of
characters such as Andrew All-night, a denizen of London’s taverns, or
Lady Would-be, a lady who affects great learning but has little practical
knowledge, in order to understand the import of the narratives in which
they appear. Since the misdeeds these characters are engaged in are so
common, they are also widely applicable. Unlike the political vices nar-
rated in the New Atalantis, which are so singular that they could belong
to only one individual, it is conceivable that every reader of the Female
Tatler would be able to fit the characters drawn in its pages to some-
one of their own acquaintance. Mrs Crackenthorpe remarked on this
propensity of the reading public and protested that ‘if I point at a par-
ticular Vice, it is always owned and laid hold of by a particular person’.®
In a later number, Mrs Crackenthorpe pauses in relating the events that
led to a broken engagement in order to comment on her method and
the intended audience of her paper: ‘the purpose of my Design is to
write for the Entertainment of such as are Strangers to their Character,
as well as those who have a perfect Knowledge of, and insight into, their
Affairs’.8¢ Perhaps because of the diminished interest in producing real-
life scandal, these stories have a narrative interest that is entirely absent
from the tales contained in Manley’s secret history and so it is possible
to read the tales related in the Female Tatler for either their referential or
for their narrative elements.

However, the Female Tatler does contain a number of identifiable
references to real-life individuals. The most sustained reflection on a par-
ticular individual, and the instance that was most notorious amongst
contemporary readers, was the sketch of Deputy Bustle and his two
daughters that appeared in late August.?” An entire issue of the Female
Tatler was devoted to ridiculing the proud and arrogant Bustles for
affecting airs and graces beyond their station and, as marginal notes
made in one copy of this issue demonstrate, contemporary readers
were able to discern that ‘Deputy Bustle’ was in fact Deputy Skinner.®
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Mrs Crackenthorpe later referred to this issue as the ‘noisy’ number
and it seems it did provoke uproar; the Apollo reported that the per-
son behind the Female Tatler had received a ‘cudgelling’ as a result of
its contents.®” Other issues of the paper also contained characters that
could be recognised by its eighteenth-century audience. These charac-
ters, however, are not of the same status as those represented in secret
histories such as the New Atalantis or The Secret History of the White Staff.
Most often, they are actors, playwrights, and theatre managers such as
the actress Ann Oldfield, Colley Cibber, and the manager of London's
Drury Lane, Christopher Rich. Although the imperative to disseminate
gossip is all but absent from the body of the paper, this is not the case
for the entirety of the publication. Each issue concludes with a series of
notes that amount to a register of contemporary gossip. For example,
one issue admonishes ‘Mrs Clack’ who is ‘continually prying into her
Neighbour’s Affairs, and buzzing groundless Suspicions in every Hus-
band’s Ear, and suspecting every Woman'’s Charity’ to ‘turn her Opticks
within herself, and particularly, not to be so publickly familiar with Will.
Whitebread, the B—r.””° These references lack a political charge, and
demonstrate the differences between the concerns of the Female Tatler
and those of the publications studied in preceding chapters.

The Female Tatler was one of several papers brought to the attention of
the Grand Jury of Middlesex in late 1709. The Jury declared the paper to
be a ‘great nuisance’ and its practices were denounced in the following
terms:

A great Number of Printed papers are continually dispers’d in and
about this City under the Names of the Female Tatler, sold by
A. Baldwin, The Review of the British Nation, and other Papers under
other Titles [...] which under feign’d Names, by describing Persons,
and by Placing the first and last Letters of the words, and otherwise,
do reflect on and scandalously abuse several Persons of Honour and
Quality; many of the Magistrates and abundance of Citizens, and
all sorts of People; which Practice we conceive to be a great nui-
sance, does manifestly tend to the Disturbance of the Publick peace,
and may turn to the Damage if not Ruin of many Families if not
prevented.’!

This confirms the fact that stories contained in the Female Tatler were
read as reflections on particular individuals, but it is the terms in which
the paper is censured that are of greatest consequence. Although the
paper might abuse public figures, such as magistrates and persons of



116 Reading Gossip in Early Eighteenth-Century England

quality, the Female Tatler is of concern to the public only insofar as it
possesses the ability to destroy private families. Mrs Crackenthorpe seeks
to reform her readers by presenting them with sketches of their con-
temporaries that are designed as cautionary tales. In this way, she turns
the private aspects of gossip to a public service. Thus, the Female Tatler
lacks the disciplining imperative that is so overwhelmingly present in
the Tatler. Instead of imitating Bickerstaff’s censorious attitude and seek-
ing, through legalistic interventions, to reform their behaviour directly,
Mrs Crackenthorpe seeks to persuade her readers of the value of right
conduct. Thus, the Female Tatler is concerned with turning gossip to the
service of the community rather than to the service of the state.??

The diminution in the public status of gossip that is dramatised in the
paper’s pages can be illustrated through its engagement with Manley’s
New Atalantis. One of the earliest numbers of the Female Tatler prints a
letter from Burgersdicius, who presents a verse version of a story drawn
from Manley’s New Atalantis to Mrs Crackenthorpe. Burgersdicius is an
‘admirer’ of Manley’s novel and has written the poem in homage to the
‘Female Empire’ of gossip and scandal. The first section of the poem
re-narrates the story of the Duke and his ward, Charlot, and is printed
in this number; the second installment, continuing their story, follows
a number of issues later.”® The narrative of the Duke and Charlot is
perhaps the most salacious episode in the New Atalantis. It is regularly
used to focus discussions of the secret history, such that the vignette
has almost become emblematic of the text.”* The narrative has featured
in so many recent discussions of Manley’s secret history that Kathryn
King has complained, ‘How many times are we to encounter discus-
sions of the New Atalantis that centre upon the Charlot episode?’*> The
re-narration of this section of the New Atalantis, then, amounts to a
revision of the centre of Manley’s roman a clef.

Manley’s Duke is an ambitious and avaricious member of William III's
court, who has resolved to educate his ward in the principles of virtue
with the intention that she eventually becomeswife to his son. Her edu-
cation is prescriptive: she is prevented from reading romances, poetry,
novels and other texts that will not edify. However, the Duke develops
a passion for Charlot and so resolves to weaken the virtue he has taken
pains to inculcate. In order to do so, he embarks on another program
of education and introduces her to the works of Ovid along with other
scandalous texts. This has the desired effect and the Duke is soon able
to seduce his ward. In the New Atalantis, this account of near-incest is
just one of the scandalous stories that Intelligence narrates to the god-
desses. In the Female Tatler, however, the tale is translated from this
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original context and becomes the sole subject of a lengthy poem. In the
process the story is transformed and its narration aestheticised. ‘Char-
lotte: Or, the Guardian’ is directed to a female audience - ‘the Fair’ who
are inscribed in the poem’s initial lines — and the virtuous beginning of
the relationship between guardian and ward is dwelt upon. The princi-
ples of feminine silence and obedience are emphasised and, ultimately,
the program of education devised by the Duke is endorsed. Indeed, the
relation of Charlot’s education concludes with a maxim that sanctions
the principles that the Duke sought to inculcate: ‘Woman must yield
the Sovereign Right to Man, / Tho' in th’ Auspicious Reign of Conquer-
ing — ANNE.”¢ The relationship between the Duke and Charlot remains
virtuous for the entirety of the poem and although the final lines, con-
taining a reference to Ovid’s story of Myrrha’s passion for her father,
gesture towards the ending of Manley’s story, the corruption of Charlot
at the hands of her guardian is not given any imaginative space.

The quatrain with which the poem concludes emphasises the radically
different orientation of the Female Tatler towards political scandal:

Here draw the Friendly Veil, let busie Fame

Invert her Tube, and blast no more that Name;

For wholesome Truths in Parables are shewn,

And Morals may be drawn from Names unknown.”’

In stark contrast to the New Atalantis, the Female Tatler is not invested in
the production of political scandal and will not encourage its readers to
know the names of those who are fictionalised. Rather, it is concerned to
turn scandal to an instructive end. Indeed where actual events could be
turned to a moral purpose, as is the case here, it was necessary to erect a
wall between the published narrative and the real participants to screen
their identity.

As its title suggests, the Female Tatler denotes a diminution of the
scope of gossip. In its pages, gossip is represented as a pursuit of the mid-
dle classes; its subject confined to domestic matters rather than ranging
over political or civic issues. Mrs Crackenthorpe explains in an early
number that the middle sort occupy themselves with gossip about fam-
ily affairs because they are excluded from the ‘World’s Agreements’.”
This seems to chart a privatisation of gossip, its concerns are returned
from public affairs to domestic matters. This transition is indicated by
the terms in which the Female Tatler is censured by the Grand Jury:
the paper appears to be considered a public nuisance only insofar as
it destroys private families. Part of this privatisation of the concerns of
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gossip seems to be a newly awakened assertion of its gendered character.
In this paper, female tattle embodies neither a public nor a political
threat, its preoccupations were with private matters and with moral
rather than state business. The transmutation of gossip staged in the
pages of the Female Tatler, however, also highlights an important link
between women readers and democratic reading practices. The next
chapter pursues the new location of gossip, and the rhetorical link it
forged between women and reading, through an investigation of the
respective careers of Edmund Curll and Jane Barker.
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A Newer Atalantis: Political and
Generic Revolutions

At twelve, a Wit and a Coquette;
Marries for Love, half Whore, half Wife;
Cuckolds, elopes, and runs in Debt;
Turns Auth’ress, and is Curll’s for Life.
Her Common-Place-Book all gallant is,
Of Scandal now a Cornucopia;

She pours it out in Atalantis,

Or Memoirs of the New Utopia

Jonathan Swift, ‘Corinna’, 1711

In the final year of Queen Anne’s reign, the infamous publisher Edmund
Curll printed a collection of short fictional pieces titled The New
Atalantis, for the year 1713." The six texts brought together in this col-
lection were not new; but in issuing them together under the rubric of
the atalantis, Curll made a particular claim for their public significance.
The collection’s title suggests the texts gathered under its banner follow
the example set five years earlier by Delarivier Manley’s New Atalantis,
revealing the secrets of real-life Londoners in order to generate polit-
ical scandal. However, the stories bear little resemblance to Manley’s
original. They relate aspects of domestic or civic life rather than polit-
ical gossip, and deal in characters that have no real-life counterparts.
The collection forms part of a new and striking phenomenon of the
London publishing scene: nearly half of the fictional works published in
1713 and 1714, the final years of Queen Anne’s reign, claimed kinship
to Manley’s succes de scandale through their title.> This phenomenon

119
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provides a clear indication of the extent to which the relationship
between politics and literature had been reconfigured.

The New Atalantis for the year 1713 also marks the beginning of
the professional association between Jane Barker, a novelist who spe-
cialised in narratives of retired country life, and the famously ‘unspeak-
able’ Edmund Curll. Curll remains one of the most notorious figures
in the early eighteenth-century book trade: his publishing practices
were denounced by his peers as exploitative and opportunistic, while
his professional appetite for political intrigue and sexual scandal was
widely known and equally infamous. But this is not the entire pic-
ture. Curll’s catalogue contained many works of polite literature and
advertised his shop as a place ‘where Gentlemen and Ladies may be
Furnish’d with all the New Books, Plays, and Pamphlets that come
out’.? Curll also sustained professional relationships with almost every
female author at work in the early eighteenth century and it is now
becoming clear that he was ‘an important force behind the early
growth of women’s fiction’.* Jane Barker was the first of a long line
of female authors with whom Curll developed an ongoing profes-
sional relationship. Published in this collection, Love Intrigues: Or, the
History of the Amours of Bosvil and Galesia was not only Barker’s first
novel, it was also Curll’s first foray into publishing fiction. Their
relationship continued throughout their respective careers: with the
exception of Barker’s final novel, which appeared when legal exigen-
cies forced Curll into temporary retirement, all her fiction bore Curll’s
imprint.

Jane Barker and Edmund Curll make strange associates for most liter-
ary historians of the early eighteenth century. In the first article devoted
to Barker and Curll’s intersecting careers, William McBurney confessed
‘it is tempting to picture her as a bizarre figure using Curll’s shop
as a cover for international political intrigue’, but discounts this idea
regretfully. More recent archival work has demonstrated that Barker was
involved in exactly the kind of radical politics that McBurney could only
imagine: she was a member of the outlawed Catholic Church, and a
faithful supporter of the exiled Stuarts.’ In the light of this new infor-
mation, Kathryn King has revisited the ‘long, productive, and somewhat
puzzling' relationship between Barker and Curll, but concluded that the
reasons for their association ‘must remain a mystery.”* New scholar-
ship on Curll has also drawn attention to the bookseller’s dealings with
Barker, declaring ‘it is now evident that she made a significant contri-
bution to the publisher’s list’, without illuminating the grounds of their
association or the meaning of their connection.’
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The relationship was not remarked on by their contemporaries
because, in its contemporary moment, it was unremarkable. Indeed,
the very fact that Barker and Curll’s association has come to seem
so perplexing, tells us much about the lens through which we view
the relation between politics, literary production, and gender, and sug-
gests that lens might distort these relationships rather than bringing
them into focus. It is suggestive that their association begins with the
publication of Love Intrigues, and its subsequent connection to the ata-
lantis trope. It suggests the extent to which the significance of that
trope — with its imbrication of politics and literature, and of somatic
and discursive representation — was re-figured and re-gendered around
the poles of publication and authorship. This chapter examines the
careers of Barker and Curll, both as they developed independently
and as they intersected, in order to map the alteration in the ata-
lantis trope, and the realignment of literature and politics that it
entailed.

Atalantis revived: Jacobite hopes and the Hanoverian
succession

The New Atalantis for the year 1713 was likely devised by Curll as a way
of marketing titles already in his possession. The fact he did so by pub-
licly declaring a relation to Manley’s New Atalantis indicates that the
atalantis trope retained its popular appeal and its political charge. The
rubric of the atalantis would have provided potential readers of this
collection with a clear (if ultimately misleading) signal that its con-
tents bore a coded relation to public affairs and that each of the six
texts must be read for references if their secrets were to be discovered.
If this reading practice was indicated by the title of the collection,
it was confirmed by the list of its contents. Curll had modified the
titles of each text for inclusion in this collection in order to suggest
their scandalous public relevance. The History of the Yorkshire Gentry
became The Northern Atalantis; Two Speeches made in the Theatre at Oxford
was re-titled Cambridge Intrigues, with a key inserted. Barker’s narrative
did not escape alteration: the phrase ‘Love Intrigues’ was added to the
more prosaic title, The Amours of Bosvil and Galesia, in order to sug-
gest that its subject matter was also illicit. The relationship that Curll
constructed between these six texts and public affairs was not entirely
without foundation. Although none of the texts engage political matters
directly, each bears an oblique relationship to contemporary political
concerns.
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Early readers of the advertisements announcing the collection’s publi-
cation responded immediately to its suggested public relevance. Shortly
after the collection was first advertised, the following notice appeared in
The Post Boy:

The Publick is desired to take Notice, that this Book [the New Atalantis
for the year 1713] was not writ by the Author of the 4 vols of the
Atalantis, publish’d by John Morphew; the Author of those Volumes,
having never seen this Book, nor knowing any thing of the Contents,
will not be answerable for whatever may be display’d therein.®

There is little doubt that this notice was written by Manley herself or,
at the very least, on her behalf. Its publication in the Post Boy, a peri-
odical with a definite Tory bias, suggests that it was intended for an
audience of party sympathisers. It seems Manley feared the collection
would contain politically incendiary material for which she could be
held responsible. During Manley’s lifetime, nine texts were published
that declared their kinship to the New Atalantis through their title. Yet
this is the only occasion that Manley publicly disavowed responsibility
for a text and knowledge of its contents. This is because the publication
of The New Atalantis for the year 1713 was the first step in a system-
atic campaign undertaken by Curll in order to appropriate the political
and cultural meanings of the atalantis trope for his own professional
practices.

Two months later, Curll published a second text that extended his
exploitation of the atalantis trope. This was The Adventures of Rivella: Or,
the History of the Author of the Atalantis, a thinly fictionalised account
of Manley’s own life. As its subtitle suggests, Rivella concentrates on the
circumstances surrounding the publication of the New Atalantis and on
the trial that followed. This text broke with Curll’s established practice
of publishing spurious biographies of celebrated authors as, unlike the
earlier biographies that bore his imprint, The Adventures of Rivella was
authored by its subject — by Manley herself.

Although Manley’s involvement in Rivella was the greatest guaran-
tee of the authenticity of its contents, her name did not appear on
the title page. Her authorship remained a closely guarded secret dur-
ing her lifetime and was only revealed to readers in the third edition of
the text, published after her death in 1725. In the preface to this edi-
tion, Curll outlined the circumstances that persuaded Manley to write
an account of her personal and writing life, and supplied evidence in



A Newer Atalantis 123

the form of a sequence of letters. According to Curll, Manley ‘gener-
ously resolved’ to write her own story in exchange for the suppression
of a version of her life being prepared for the press by one of Curll’s hack
writers, Charles Gildon.” Manley’s correspondence with Curll over her
biography suggests she was writing under duress, and her fervent desire
to conceal her authorship of Rivella from those she knew (she repeat-
edly begs Curll to ‘keep the secret’), indicates she was blackmailed into
writing the text.!” The lengths to which Curll went to secure this text
attest to his awareness that the atalantis continued to command public
interest.

The Adventures of Rivella did not end Curll’s exploitation of the atalan-
tis trope or, for that matter, of Manley herself. He continued to publish
texts with titles that proclaimed their kinship with the New Atalantis,
including The German Atalantis (1715), and The Court of Atalantis (1720).
He also recognised that the New Atalantis continued to embody a potent
political threat. In the mid-1720s, Curll wrote to advise Robert Walpole,
the then-prime minister, of a letter he had glimpsed in Manley’s hand.
He claimed Manley’s letter revealed a fifth volume of the New Atalantis,
intended to have the same effect on the course of public events as the
original, was just printed and awaiting publication. Claiming to quote
from Manley’s letter, Curll writes that the design of the new book:

in her own words, is, ‘to give an account of a sovereign and his minis-
ters who are endeavouring to overturn that Constitution which their
pretence is to protect; to examine the defects and vices of some men
who take a delight to impose upon the world by the pretence of
public good; whilst their true design is only to gratify and advance
themselves.” This, Sir, is the laudable tenor of this libel, which is
(but shall be in your power only to suppress) ready for the intended
mischief upon the rising of the parliament.!!

The threat Curll reports was taken seriously: nine days after the date
of this letter, the secretary of state issued a warrant to seize any copies
of ‘a seditious and traiterous Libel [...] The New Atalantis Vol ye Fifth or
with some like Title’.'> No such text was ever published and, as there
are no further records or mentions of a fifth volume, it is likely that the
text never existed. The very fact, however, that Curll’s report was taken
seriously demonstrates the prospect of another Atalantis was considered
a real political threat.

Something of Curll’s enduring interest in the atalantis trope can
be gauged by examining one of these texts, The German Atalantis
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(1715). The narrative is advertised as ‘by a young lady’, despite the fact
that Curll’s receipts establish its author as Robert Busby.!* The German
Atalantis is structured as a conversation between two intimate female
friends, Baritia and Calista, who exchange stories of their experience
of love and detail the obstacles they must overcome so their romances
may flourish. Baritia visits Calista to solicit her friend’s help in con-
vincing her father to support her marriage to Fradonia, the soldier to
whom she has remained loyal through exile and mistaken grief at his
rumoured death, and over whom her father has threatened her disin-
heritance. Calista consoles her friend with her own story of lost love,
her reluctant betrothal to another and the success of this new marriage,
before successfully persuading Baritia’s father to allow the lovers’ union.
Unlike the proliferation of characters that marks the New Atalantis,
the narrative centres on three developed characters who are neither
representations of particular individuals nor allegories of specific polit-
ical types. However, the circumstances in which Baritia, Fradonia, and
Calista find themselves resonate with versions of the English national
story: a tyrant king has usurped the throne, the legitimate monarch is
forced into exile, and subjects must choose whether to remain loyal to
the exiled king or seek accommodation with their new monarch. When
Fradonia tells of a successful rebellion, fomented by ‘the party which
secretly remain’d firm’ to the exiled monarch and the supporters that
followed him into exile,'* the resemblance between the fictional world
and the English experience seem particularly pointed. This is especially
so, given that the text was published in 1715, the year of the thwarted
Jacobite uprising. However, The German Atalantis does not reflect on
contemporary occurrences in a sustained or systematic way. Instead,
Jacobite experience is encoded in a romance narrative that celebrates
fidelity through long periods of separation and in the face of seemingly
insurmountable obstacles.

The preface of the German Atalantis invokes the ‘royal motto’, ‘Evil be
to him that Evil thinks’, in an attempt to transfer responsibility from the
author to the reader for any references that may be discovered.'> This
motto is not only a form of narrative prophylaxis, but it also provides
an index to the text’s cultural location. The phrase in French - honi soit
qui mal y pense — was the motto of the Order of the Garter. Edward III
founded the Order in part as a means of furthering his claim to the
French throne, and its motto was directed against those who doubted
the legitimacy of his claim.!® The use of this phrase in the preface to The
German Atalantis locates the narrative in a context that both highlights
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issues of legitimate rule and, through reference to this chivalric order,
renders continuing loyalty to the sovereign glamorous.

The German Atalantis reveals the significance that Curll saw in the ata-
lantis trope and the way in which it could be used to invoke an audience
with particular political sympathies. The publication of the text was
announced in the Post-Boy, the staunch Tory readership of this paper
revealing the audience Curll anticipated for the text.!” Further, internal
evidence suggests he added the German Atalantis to the original title of
The History of Baritia and Fradonia, in order to highlight the latent con-
nections between this elegiac narrative and the presence of a new king
and his court.'’® Taken together, Curll’s actions suggest the audience for
this tale of love and fidelity was drawn primarily from the disaffected.

Jacobitism became an increasingly public phenomenon during Anne’s
final years on the throne. The widespread public suspicion that Anne
intended to undo the Act of Settlement and nominate James II’s son,
James Francis Edward Stuart, as her successor were not without foun-
dation. Two of the Queen’s leading ministers — Harley and Henry
Bolingbroke — were engaged in serious negotiations with the Prince
of Wales, but his refusal to renounce the Catholic faith and commit
himself to Protestantism meant he ultimately forfeited their support.*®
Jacobitism was also a growing force within the parliament and the suc-
cess achieved by those with thinly veiled Jacobite sympathies in the
elections of 1710 and 1713 meant it was increasingly visible at the centre
of power.?

On the first day of August 1714, Queen Anne died and George I was
proclaimed her successor. To those who remained loyal to the hered-
itary monarchy and the house of Stuart, Anne’s death was a tragedy.
In stark contrast to his predecessors, who had attempted to moderate
the ideological conflict between the two parties, George’s determina-
tion to secure his dynasty’s hold on England as rapidly as possible led
him to rely exclusively on the advice and assistance of the Whigs. In
the months that separated his accession from his arrival in England,
George issued orders from Hanover dismissing key Tory ministers and
installing their Whig rivals in the now-vacant places. Public dissatis-
faction was such that the King’s coronation, held almost four months
after his accession, was marked by anti-Hanoverian riots in more than
twenty locations. The situation the Tories found themselves in only
worsened after the first general elections of the new reign: the Whigs
won a substantial victory and the new parliament reconvened initiated
impeachment proceedings against Harley and Bolingbroke.



126 Reading Gossip in Early Eighteenth-Century England

The popular unrest that was evident on the occasion of George’s
coronation began to escalate following the elections and the move
toward impeachment. A large number of Jacobites still believed a
Stuart restoration was possible and in 1715 they planned a coordi-
nated rebellion. This uprising was a resounding failure: the government
discovered the planned insurrection and was able to arrest a number
of its leading actors before it could be put into effect. The attempted
revolution was used by parliament to justify significant institutional
changes. It provided the grounds for new legislation increasing the
interval between elections from three years, as mandated by the Trien-
nial Act that governed electoral contests during Anne’s reign, to seven.
Hanoverian-Whig rule became entrenched and developed both ideo-
logical and affective roots in Britain. Linda Colley has challenged the
traditional argument that the Tory party effectively collapsed under the
weight of proscription,® but the very fact that argument can be posited
demonstrates how entirely the political landscape had altered.

Turbulent party politics were a defining feature of Anne’s reign. The
state was continually in flux, and a vigorous trade in printed politi-
cal propaganda substantially influenced its course and direction.? It
was this dynamic intersection between literature and politics that led
to the publication of such texts as Manley’s New Atalantis, and it was
the recognition of the fact that such texts could have consequential
effects that led to her arrest. The political structure of the Hanoverian
era, in contrast, was relatively settled and so the chance that literary
texts would have an immediate political impact was greatly reduced.
As a result, far fewer texts refer to the specific political moment in
which they were published. While authors might seek to comment on
or represent contemporary individuals or situations through their writ-
ing, there is no longer an expectation that the relationship of the world
of the text to the world of the reader will be straightforward or easy to
decode.

The forms of political engagement developed by those who had
been marginalised by earlier radical political transformations provided
a model for those who were disaffected by these contemporary develop-
ments. The allegorical vocabulary of love and desire that grew up around
the Restoration — when the return of Charles II to England was figured
as the fulfillment of a reciprocally felt desire between the king and his
people — was elaborated after the revolution of 1688 into an idiom that
was particular to Jacobitism.?* Matters of the heart, especially unrequited
love, were used to represent the contemporary political situation and
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figure the relationship between the people and their monarch. These
images are not only evident in literary expressions of Jacobitism, such
as the lost lover ballads described by Paul Monod, but also figured in
popular practices. For example, women would celebrate the Pretender’s
birthday by wearing white roses, which were both a token of love and a
symbol of the exiled monarch.?*

Romance, or more specifically sexuality, was of course the structuring
trope of the secret history. Its centrality was the result of a peculiarly
Tory epistemology that understood that the motivation and meaning of
public events were to be found in private occurrences. As we shall see,
there is a constitutive difference in the way romance is used in the secret
history, where it is used to publicise specific instances of political corrup-
tion and to shape readers’ perceptions of the court and cabinet, and in
Jacobite narratives, where it is used as a means of reconciling readers to
their disappointed political situation in which fidelity to the hereditary
monarch had to be its own reward. This provides some indication of
how the political situation, particularly as it crosses the Jacobite literary
marketplace, had altered.

Women are central to the genre of romance and were accorded a
special place in these representations, so it is not surprising that, once
Jacobitism symbolically became an affair of the heart, women were con-
sidered to be especially susceptible to its lure.?® A strong indicator of how
central femininity had become to the rhetoric of Jacobitism is provided
by the fact that texts like the German Atalantis were publicly advertised
as ‘by a young lady’ when in actual fact they were authored by men.
More particularly, the fact Jacobite rhetoric sexualised the relationship
between the exiled monarch and the loyal subject inverted the rela-
tion between gender and political debate that was being established in
public discourse. As both a result of the gender of the exiled monarch
and as a way of encapsulating the power dynamic of the relationship,
the position of the faithful political subject was feminised. Conse-
quently, Jacobite rhetoric offered a way into political debate that was
uniquely available to women and, as Carol Barash has demonstrated,
it was an opportunity that many female authors eagerly availed them-
selves of.?® The scope for participation in political debate that Jacobite
rhetoric allowed women expanded at the same time as the abstrac-
tion of political debate from the body contracted these possibilities in
the public sphere. Edmund Curll sought to intervene in the separa-
tion of public debate from the body and in the gendering of political
representation.
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‘Curlicism’: somatic publishing practices and discursive
authorship

The particular scandal of Curll’s publishing practices was generated not
by his abuse of writers or the unseemly nature of some of his texts, but
by the manner in which he manipulated the names and reputations of
well-known authors. Curll not only issued pirated editions of popular
works, but also published collections of letters to and from contem-
porary authors without their permission, and assembled unauthorised
biographies of authors who were recently deceased. In addition, Curll
used the names of well-known authors as a means of advertising works
by those who had yet to establish a reputation. Unwitting readers were
likely to find that the ‘J. Addison’ proclaimed by a pamphlet’s title page
was only responsible for a small part of the work, or perhaps was not
the famous Joseph at all but rather a John or a James.?” The liberty Curll
took with names was the source of Jonathan Swift’s complaint to his
bookseller, Benjamin Tooke. Swift had just received a copy of the spuri-
ous key Curll created for his A Tale of a Tub, and writes: ‘it is strange that
there can be no satisfaction against a Bookseller for publishing names
in so bold a manner [...] at this rate, there is no book, however so vile,
which may not be fastened on me.?®

While Curll’s practice of publishing hastily assembled biographies of
recently deceased authors is well known, it is not often remembered that
he regularly accompanied these lives with a copy of the author’s last will
and testament. By the end of the 1720s, his collection was substantial
enough to warrant its own catalogue and included the wills of Joseph
Addison, Gilbert Burnet, and William Congreve.?’ John Arbuthnot was
so struck by Curll’s habit of retailing the literary ‘remains’ of authors
that he memorably described the bookseller as ‘one of the new terrors
of Death’.®® Yet Curll’s interest in the body of the author extended even
further. In an audacious gesture, he appropriated the image of Alexander
Pope as the emblem for his shop.3! The poet’s effigy headed the book-
seller’s printed catalogues and marked the location of his shop in Covent
Garden; his books advertised as ‘Printed for Edmund Curll, at the Pope’s
Head’. The poet’s countenance became the bookseller’s trademark, sug-
gesting a strikingly vivid material point of origin for the books Curll
published. His professional practices combine to fetishise the person,
not just the personality, of the author.

Curll had been a regular presence in the courts since entering the book
trade, and endured all manner of prosecutions for his many literary mis-
demeanors. However, his most serious encounter with the law began in
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February 1725 when a warrant was issued to arrest Curll for publishing
‘Lewd & Infamous Books’. As Paul Baines and Pat Rogers have recently
shown, this prosecution was the culmination of a decade of interest in
Curll on the part of the government and a consequence of the substan-
tial number of enemies, both inside and out of the government, he had
amassed over his course of his career. The initial warrant lists a number
of books, but by the time of Curll’s examination and subsequent pros-
ecution, all but two had disappeared from the charges.*? The two items
that Curll had to answer for before the court were Venus in the Cloister:
or, the Nun in her Smock (1724), a translation of a pornographic French
novel, and A Treatise of the Use of Flogging in Venereal Affairs (1718). He
did so by claiming that the first performed a public service by exposing
the hypocrisy of priest and nuns, and that the second was a medical
treatise and not a pornographic work.** Curll was found guilty in spite
of this spirited defense. However, his counsel was able to postpone sen-
tencing by highlighting a question of legal jurisdiction that needed to
be resolved before the sentence could be settled.

Before the matter of jurisdiction was settled, Curll returned to the
court of the King’s Bench on another matter. In 1727, he was arrested on
charges of seditious libel for his involvement in the recently published
Memoirs of John Ker, a notorious double agent appointed by Queen
Anne to spy among the Jacobites. Curll was found guilty at the trial
that took place in October of that year and, when sentencing occurred
a few months later, the court was ready to hand down a sentence for
the deferred obscenity charge as well the current case.** For the two
obscene libels, he was ordered to a pay a fine of twenty five marks each
and enter a bond of a hundred pounds for his good behaviour, while
for the Memoirs he was ordered to pay an additional fine of twenty
marks, and sentenced to stand in the pillory at Charing Cross. Although
it has been argued that the courts used Ker’s Memoirs as a pretext to
finally punish Curll for Venus in the Cloister, the sentence itself draws the
political and sexual offences together. The British Journal, for example,
announced that Curll was punished for both his ‘amorous and politi-
cal offences’.* The coincidence of the sentences meant that the sexual
and the political were yoked together in popular understandings of the
bookseller’s punishment just as they were in his subsequent representa-
tions. As such, Curll’s punishment for both his ‘amorous and political
offences’ amounts to a re-staging of the atalantis trope in the legal and
social domain.

When Curll stood in the pillory on 23 February 1728, he did not meet
with the usual treatment from the crowd that had gathered. Instead
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of being a target for clods of earth and rancid vegetables, Curll was
received by the crowd as a popular hero. The one man who attempted
to mete out the usual popular punishments by throwing a rotten egg
at the bookseller was nearly lynched by the crowd and, once the allot-
ted time had expired, Curll was carried off as if in triumph to the nearest
tavern.3¢ Doubtless, the response of the crowd had something to do with
the rapidly growing climate of anti-Walpole sentiment that increased
the appeal of those who fell afoul of the ministry, but it was also culti-
vated by a strategy of Curll’s own making. He had printed the following
broadside, addressed to the spectators, that was distributed throughout
the crowd:

Gentlemen,

I hope you'll consider, that this Gentleman who now appears before
you, is not guilty of any base or villainous Crimes; he has indeed
been found guilty of publishing three Books, and that for which he is
thus exposed, is called, The Life and Actions of John Ker of Kersland,
and who had from Her late most gracious Majesty Queen Anne, of
immortal Memory, the under written Royal Leave and Licence, which
will shew You the Trust She had in him, and which he faithfully
discharged [...]*

Under this preamble, the royal warrant Ker had received from Queen
Anne licensing his activities was reproduced for the benefit of the read-
ers. While the defense of his conduct Curll constructs in this broadside
makes immediate reference to Ker’'s Memoirs, it also makes a more gen-
eral claim. It suggests that Curll stood in the pillory for vindicating the
memory of Queen Anne, and he is able to win popular support by recall-
ing the spectacle of royal secrecy. Curll stood in the pillory using Queen
Anne as a shield.

The strategic connection Curll drew on this occasion between his pub-
lishing activities (or more specifically the spectacularising punishment
he received as a result), and Queen Anne is not unique. At several key
points in his career, Curll drew meaningful links between his publish-
ing practices and the iconography of power associated with the Stuart
monarchs. These links reveal that Curll’s invocation of royal protection
was more than an attempt to arrogate the cultural authority that was
denied him by his contemporaries.

In 1718, Defoe denounced Curll’s professional appetite for obscenity
and scandal in two consecutive issues of Mist’s Weekly Journal. Catalogu-
ing the bookseller’s crimes, Defoe coins the term ‘curlicism’ to identify
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the scandalous and salacious texts in which he argues Curll specialises.
Defoe links the increase in the literary crimes Curll emblematises to
the accession of George I, and draws a connection that is still main-
tained by some historians: the eclipse of the Stuarts is equated with an
increase in liberty of all kinds, especially that taken by authors in print.38
Defoe obviously intended ‘curlicism’ as a way of disparaging Curll’s
professional activities, but the bookseller gleefully adopted the term as
a kind of trademark. He did so in Curlicism Display’d (1718), a pamphlet
that is both a response to Defoe and a kind of professional manifesto. He
begins by disputing Defoe’s suggestion that his scandalous publishing
practices were enabled by the Hanoverian succession and the relaxation
of the laws governing the press. Instead, Curll argues vigorously that he
is the heir to the literary and cultural practices of the Stuart monarchs.
He declares bombastically that ‘CURLICISM (since it must be so call’d)
dates its Original from that ever memorable Era of the Reign of the first
Monarch of the Stuartine Race.”*’

Curll takes a particular item from his recent catalogue, the best-selling
The Case of Impotency and Divorce (1718), to illustrate the features of
curlicism. This book drew together salacious material from a scandal
that captured the interest of James I and his court. In 1613, Frances
Howard sought to have her seven-year marriage to Lord Essex annulled
on the grounds it had never been consummated, giving rise to rumours
Essex was impotent that were elaborated in a series of scandalous broad-
sides. Curll reminds his reader that the original account of the trial, and
the source for his recently published title, was drawn up by no less a
personage than the Bishop of Canterbury, George Abbott, in response
to the interest the case elicited from the court. Curll uses this book
as an emblem for curlicism, and declares the volumes were printed
‘in the Reign of her late so pious MAJESTY [...and] publish’d by the
immediate Command and Authority of the Government it self.’** By
his own definition, curlicism is published material that blends inti-
mate sexual and political details and is licensed by the example of
the court.

The kinship Curll claims between his scandalous publications and
the cultural practices and symbolic structures associated with the Stuart
monarchs is crucially important to understanding the political, literary,
and legal significance of his professional activities. It suggests that, like
the Stuart monarchs in general and Anne in particular, Curll’s publish-
ing practices relied on an atavistic model of authority. The success of his
practices depends on the assumption that a kind of public power can be
located in the display of the physical form. Although Curll’s habits — of
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piecing together additional titles from works already in his possession,
and using hack writers to produce new texts swiftly in response to mar-
ket demand - suggest he was engaged in a kind of textual bricolage, his
practices were always figured in physical terms.

Contemporary representations of Curll translate the scandal of his
publishing practices into an embodied spectacle. Defoe describes Curll
in such a way as to make his body a mirror for the nature of his texts. He
is ‘odious in person [...] he has a bawdy countenance, and a debauched
mien; his tongue is an echo of all the beastly language his shop is filled
with, and filthiness drivels in the very tone of his voice’.*! Other satirical
portraits of Curll present the work he publishes as materialisations of the
author’s labour — they become incarnations of the blood, sweat and tears
of the author. In the Dunciad, the texts Curll publishes are associated
even more closely with the body and its leavings. Curll slips in a lake of
urine left by his ‘Corinna’ (the possessive pronoun suggesting a sexual as
well as a professional relationship) while competing with another pub-
lisher for the works of a genuine poet. This passage is Pope’s allegorical
recreation of a recent episode: Curll had recently printed a selection of
Pope’s private letters which he obtained from a woman only known by
her literary pseudonym, Corinna. In Pope’s version of these events, this
unauthorised and unethical text becomes a puddle of waste in which
Curll slips, only to emerge with his vigour renewed.*

These associations did not only occur at the level of representa-
tion, they were also materialised through the retribution that Curll’s
contemporaries exacted from him for his publishing crimes. The first
such instance was a consequence of Curll’s publication of Court Poems
(1716), an unauthorised miscellany of poems from London’s best-
known authors. Curll used the title page of the collection to insinuate
that the poems bore a relation to the recently concluded trial of Lord
Winton on charges of high treason, declaring the manuscript was dis-
covered during the proceedings in Westminster Hall. The collection was
prefaced with a series of clues hinting at its famous authors — Alexander
Pope, John Gay and Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. Although all were
incensed, it was Pope who retaliated. Upon meeting Curll at the Swan
Tavern in Fleet Street, he contrived to slip an emetic into the book-
seller’s glass of sack. Curll spent the night vomiting heartily as a result.
This physical retribution was quickly parlayed into an opportunity for
a further exchange of texts, as Curll and Pope contradicted each other’s
accounts of the event in print.*

This was not the only occasion when Curll’s activities had physical
consequences. Soon after, he was publicly beaten and tossed in a blanket
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by a group of students from Westminster School for his unauthorised
(and ungrammatical) publication of a funeral oration. Samuel Wesley
J1, author of the earliest account of Curll’s punishment for this offence
and an assistant teacher at Westminster School, anticipates the glee with
which the incident will be taken up by fellow authors. He writes: “‘Why
Pope will write an Epick on’t! / Bernard will chuckle at thy Moan, / And all
the Booksellers in Town, / From Tonson down to Boddington. | Fleet-street
and Temple-bar around, / The Strand and Holborn, this shall sound’.*
While Wesley overestimates the attention the incident would generate,
Curll’s close encounter with the schoolboys’ blanket did become the
subject of a number of satiric prints and poems.

The punishments exacted upon Curll’s body by Pope and by the
Westminster schoolboys demonstrate the ways in which the bookseller
was made to embody the scandal of his texts. The emetic Pope admin-
istered radically transformed Curll’s body and turned it into a corporeal
metaphor for his professional activities. Suffering from the effects of
the emetic, Curll lost control of his body’s borders which became, as
Eric Chandler has summarised, an ‘ironic corporeal analogy for [his]
publishing business that seems to find opportunity and profit in vari-
ous violations’.* Through these representations, Curll’s body becomes
abject and is used as a figure for systems of threatening and chaotic
cultural production and consumption. These representations, together
with the bookseller’s own fetishising of authorial bodies, demonstrate
the way in which Curll’s publishing practices and the texts he pro-
duced worked to re-corporealise authorship and authority. They amount
to a recursion in the handover to print as a form of disembodied
representation.

The recursive aspects of Curll’s publishing practices are evident in a
series of caricatures of the bookseller that were included in the Grub-
Street Journal (1730-37), a periodical devoted to satirising the practices
hack authors and booksellers. One of these shows the publisher at
work in his print shop or, adopting the term Curll coined to describe
his place of business, his ‘literatory’.*® The caricature, entitled ‘The Art
and Mystery of Printing Emblematically Displayed’ was printed in two
consecutive issues of the paper (see Illustration 5). Exploiting the cul-
tural practice of referring to printers’ apprentices, who would become
blackened with ink, as ‘printer’s devils’, the caricature reveals the mon-
strous figures who staff Curll’s printing shop: the typesetter has an
ass’s head, while the boy who lifts the printed pages onto drying
racks has grotesque, bird-like features. Supposing this bird-like figure to
be Curll, David Saunders and Ian Hunter have argued the bookseller
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Ilustration 5 ‘The ART and MYSTERY or Printing, Emblematically Displayed’,
The Grub-Street Journal no. 148 (Mon. 30 Oct. 1732). By courtesy of Special
Collections, Spencer Research Library, University of Kansas Libraries.

is represented as monstrous because his practices insistently united
activities — printer, journalist, publicist, pornographer, pamphleteer,
literary agent, pirate, and bookseller — that institutional mechanisms
were working to separate.’ He is represented as half-man, half-bird
in order to figure the monstrous hybridity of his professional prac-
tices. However, Saunders and Hunter focus exclusively on the first of
these consecutive issues of the Grub-Street Journal and overlook the
fact that the discussion is continued in the following week’s issue,
where the significance of the engraving is elaborated by its authors.
The interpretative frame that is given to the engraving in this issue
gives as much prominence to the cultural meanings of print technology
and its deep implication with political matters, as it does to repre-
senting the transgressive nature of Curll’s practices through corporeal
monstrosity.

In the ‘explication’ of the picture, the identification of Curll is delib-
erately unstable. He is associated with the monstrous figure in the third
panel, but he is also identified with the janus-faced figure overseeing the
work of the others in the centre of the engraving. Moreover, his janus
face is given a particularly clear significance: one of the faces is said to
be Whig and the other Tory, and his possession of both is a sign ‘that
printers in general do not scruple, in political and party controversies,
or indeed in any other, to print on both sides’. The face also symbolises
the cultural location of printing and publication. The authors ask: ‘what
statue can more properly be placed in a printing-house, than that of a
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JANUS; to shew that the possessors of this art retrieve the transactions
of past ages, and transmit them safe, together with those of the present,
down to the latest posterity?’*® Curll’s practices call on the past for
their authorisation and, in the process, demonstrate the impossibility
of continuing to locate public authority in the body.

It is of no small significance that a sheet entitled Atalantis is among
those arrayed on drying racks in the third section of the engraving.
Its inclusion among sheets bearing the titles of other Curll’s publica-
tions, such as The Cases of Impotency and Divorce and Rochester’s Poems
suggests the title is meant to signify Curll’s Atalantis, that is, the New
Atalantis for the year 1713. However, not all of the titles pictured are
Curll’s and perhaps the title is meant to evoke memories of Manley’s
original secret history. Other contemporary publications are included,
such as The Craftsman and Fog’s Journal, along with titles like The Exam-
iner that were published during Queen Anne’s reign. All of the titles
that are displayed, however, are those of texts that were either sexu-
ally explicit or politically engaged. Their appearance in this engraving,
which makes the transgressive elements of Curll’s publishing practices
legible through the monstrous physical forms of those who labour in his
literatory, demonstrates that the mix of fiction and reportage, sexuality
and politics, which was emblematised by the Atalantis, was as mon-
strous and unthinkable as Curll’s attempt to bring embodied practices
into print.

The monstrous mixing of Curll’s publishing practices was a key fac-
tor in a number of legal and literary developments that secured the
discursivity of authorship and ensured its independence from politi-
cal occurrences. As Saunders and Hunter have argued, Curll utilised
the practices of manuscript publication as much as he exploited the
new possibilities that arose with print technology.*’ The scandal of his
activities reinforced the need to demarcate authorial property from com-
mon property and so was of critical importance to the development
of the author as a public figure who bears responsibility for his work.
Curll’s marketing strategies created the author, and not the text, as
the scandalous subject of the readers’ attention. Authors who sought
to defend themselves against this state of affairs did so with recourse
to the relatively new copyright laws that enabled the author, not just
the bookseller, to exercise rights of ownership over the text.>® Alexander
Pope was the first author to use the copyright legislation aggressively,
and he did so in direct response to Curll’s activities. The suit that Pope
brought against Curll in 1741, for example, was the first test of copy-
right legislation in the court and the decision handed down by Lord
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Hardwicke was of critical importance to the development of the author
as a public figure who bears intellectual as well as legal responsibility
for the published work.>! However, as Foucault points out, with own-
ership comes responsibility and as the text was increasingly identified
with the author, so the possibilities for political engagement were dras-
tically curtailed.’? In this sense, the emphasis Curll placed on the body
led to the aestheticisation of authorship and influenced the creation of
new, discursive models of authority. Jane Barker took advantage of the
possibilities created by Curll’s publishing practices and, in the process,
developed an alternative model of authorship, gender, and politics.

Public screens, private texts: patchwork, politics, and
literature

Jane Barker’s literary career, like that of her publisher, had a spe-
cial affiliation with the nostalgic political culture of Jacobitism. Barker
was among the thousands of loyalists who followed James II and his
court into exile in France and took up residence at St-Germain-en-
Laye. Her writing life began in earnest in this milieu. Assuming the
literary pseudonym Fidelia, Barker composed poems that celebrated aris-
tocratic values while depicting their threatened existence. These poems,
circulated individually through the émigré community and collected
together for presentation to the Prince of Wales, mark the beginning
of an elegiac court culture that was to become characteristic of literary
Jacobitism and Barker herself has been described as the ‘poet laureate of
the exiled Stuarts’.>®* When Barker returned to England fifteen years later,
she began to explore the possibilities offered by a new genre, the novel,
for representing the Jacobite experience. In doing so, she turned the lit-
erary pseudonym she adopted in her earlier poetic coterie, Galesia, into
a semi-autobiographical character. It is on these novels — Love Intrigues,
Patchwork Screen for the Ladies, and The Lining of the Patchwork Screen —
that Barker’s nearly canonical reputation rests. Until very recently, criti-
cal interest in Barker’s novels was over-invested in Galesia’s character, as
scholars theorised the relationship between gender and genre and con-
centrated on the connections between the life of the character and the
life of her creator.>* It is only now becoming clear that Barker’s novels,
like the poetry they often incorporate, are also complex narratives of
cultural and political resistance.

It is important to recognise that Barker’s commitment to the Jacobite
cause extended past her writing. A recently discovered letter sent by
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Barker to an exiled peer reveals she provided practical assistance to those
who sought to overthrow the regnant king and restore the exiled Stu-
art line. In cryptic language, Barker informs the Duke of Ormonde that
the time would soon be ripe for a military invasion of England. She
writes:

[TThe number of your friends increases every day. They strongly wish
to see you with your friend and [wish] that they could dispossess
those who unjustly withhold his goods [...] But I must tell you that
if you wish to find inexpensive houses here, you ought to come after
the end of the session of Parliament, when everyone goes to the coun-
try. I would never advise you to come during the session everything
then being too expensive.>

Although it is likely that Barker served as an amanuensis for others
whose names and handwriting would be known to the authorities (in
fact the margins record official ignorance of her identity — ‘one is not
aware who Barker is’), the letter nevertheless provides an important
example her negotiation between her lived experience and the larger
national narrative. By encoding seditious political sentiments in an
account of the annual rhythms of London life and commonplace details
such as the price of housing, Barker embeds the political in the domes-
tic. This provides us with a clue as to the reading strategies her novels
demand.

In the first full length study of Barker’s works and circumstances,
Kathryn King has argued that the ties between Barker’s career as a writer
and the Jacobite imperative invite us ‘to think more closely about the
role of party politics in the formation of the novel and to consider
the possibility that the early novel, often regarded as the most self-
consciously modern of forms, was (in some manifestations at least)
implicated in conservative politics’.>® 1 take up King’s invitation by
reading the model of political engagement present in Barker’s novels
against the model provided by Manley through the atalantis trope. The
differences between the two models reveals much about the shifting
relationship between politics and literature, as well as the production
of both authorship and reading as gendered categories. In the remain-
der of this chapter, I analyse the Galesia trilogy to demonstrate how
the productive tension between Barker’s nostalgia for the lost Stuart
line and her struggle for expression in an encoded form allowed for the
development of the novel as a private genre.
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Barker’s first novel, Love Intrigues, opens in a context that is both
domestic and foreign. Galesia and her friend Lucasia are talking of
public and private matters as they take a ‘turn or two by the Lit-
tle Wood’ in the public gardens. However, it soon becomes clear that
this quotidian scene is actually profoundly displaced. These two inti-
mate English friends are not on home soil; instead, they are in France,
among the Stuart loyalists who have followed James II into exile at
St-Germain-en-Laye. The narrative that follows performs a similar oscil-
lation between the domestic and the political. Galesia and Lucasia
initially discuss the latest news from the ‘Campaigns’ — a term that,
as Carol Shiner Wilson has demonstrated, refers to the insurrections
of the 1690s that aimed to restore the Stuart king to the throne®” -
but when the conversation becomes too melancholy, Galesia begins
to confide in Lucasia the details of her recent frustrated romance with
Bosvil. The courtship narrative that results traces the awkward progress
and gradual disintegration of their romance, concluding with Galesia’s
determination to shun marriage in favour of poetic endeavour. This
narrative bears an oblique, but nonetheless evident, relationship to
its political and cultural frame. Galesia herself reflects on her experi-
ences in terms that encourage the reader to associate her emotional
turmoil with a wider story. For instance, in contemplating her strug-
gle to sustain her vow and resist the future temptations of romance,
she ventures, ‘the Consideration of this makes me see how difficult it
is to draw a Scheme of virtuous Politics, whereby to govern this little
Microcosm’.>®

The connections between Galesia’s frustrated romance and its polit-
ical and cultural frame, hinted at here by Galesia herself, have been
elaborated by a number of scholars. Her loss of her potential lover and
husband, and her subsequent commitment to remain single, invoke the
tropes of lost love and fidelity that were central to Jacobite rhetoric
and suggestively mirrors the situation of Stuart loyalists who had lost
their king. Moreover, because Galesia experiences the positions of poet
and wife as antithetical — an experience that is reinforced through the
Muses’ instruction, ‘since thou has the Muses chose, / Hymen and For-
tune are thy Foes’ (p. 95) — the novel suggests that those who produce
literature are those who are disappointed in love. Placed in the con-
text of the Jacobite narrative that Galesia’s experiences allegorise, this
suggests a natural affiliation between poetic endeavour and political
disaffection.

The connections between Love Intrigues and the developing rhetoric of
Jacobitism might only have just become apparent to scholars, but they
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were immediately evident to Curll. In publicising the text, he sought to
bring its encoded features to the attention of sympathetic readers. Most
immediately, its inclusion in The New Atalantis for the year 1713 effec-
tively announced that the text contained a secret, providing a cue to
partisan readers the narrative must be read for references. The title page
of the single edition issues a similar invitation; it alerts Jacobite readers
to the context in which they should read the narrative by proclaiming
that is it ‘as told to Lucasia in St Germain’s Garden’, thereby drawing
attention its location in the exiled Stuart court. Curll targeted this read-
ership further in advertising the text. Love Intrigues was advertised in the
Post-Boy, a periodical with a strong Tory bias that has already been noted.
The advertisement itself is curious: it is addressed to the ‘Lincolnshire
Gentry’ and draws attention to the fact that the work is dedicated to the
Countess of Exeter.’ This advertisement seems designed to bring Love
Intrigues under the protection of an aristocratic audience for whom it
suggests the work has a special significance.

There is no doubt that Love Intrigues was published prematurely, before
Barker had secured permission for its dedication to the Countess of
Exeter. The second edition, published together with Exilius in The Enter-
taining Novels of Mrs Jane Barker (1719), registers Barker’s embarrassment
at its publication history. She writes, ‘I was extreamly confus’d to find
my little Novel presenting itself to your Ladyship without your Leave or
Knowledge’.®® This new dedication prefaces a silently revised narrative,
as Tonya McArthur has recently noted. The most telling alteration is
that the tolling of the bells that call the community of faithful to mass
at the conclusion of the original edition is replaced with a distinctly
Protestant emphasis on individual conscience, indicating that Barker
sought to diminish the overt Jacobite elements of the text.’! A Patchwork
Screen for the Ladies (1723) and its companion, The Lining of the Patchwork
Screen (1726), are the first of Barker’s novels explicitly oriented towards
the literary marketplace. She addresses the prefaces of these two novels
directly to her readers, exhorting them ‘to buy these patches up quickly
if you intend to know the secret’. Propelled into print by twin forces —
by Curll’s premature (if not unauthorised) publication of her first novel,
and by the economic hardship experienced by all Catholic recusants —
Barker developed more complex narrative strategies for concealing her
oppositional sympathies.

A Patchwork Screen and the Lining implicitly take up Galesia’s vow
to dedicate herself to poetic endeavour by making a feature of read-
ing and writing. They are a series of literary anecdotes held together
by a frame narration. In A Patchwork Screen, Galesia tells her story to an
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unnamed Lady with whom she stays after a mishap delays her journey to
England’s north. The Lady’s house is decorated with items of needlework
produced by the female members of her family. An unfinished fireside
screen is among these items, and she invites Galesia to help her com-
plete it. Galesia’s unconventional life, however, has left her with ‘Pieces
of Romance, Poems, Love-Letters, and the like’ rather than the more
usual trappings of female life. The Lady assures her that, although these
are unusual offerings, they will be a welcome addition to the screen.
Galesia relates the circumstances surrounding each piece’s composition
as the textual patches are incorporated into the screen and, in the pro-
cess, the story of Galesia as a younger woman is told. Whereas the frame
narration of the New Atalantis positions the stories in two contexts that
enable their real-life effects — first, as pieces of gossip that are of con-
sequence within the mise en scene of the narrative, and then relocated,
through the device of the key and the efforts of the reader, to the public
sphere — the tales that are told in Barker’s novels are situated in a femi-
nine and domestic context that emphasises their isolation from the real
world of action.

The patchwork screen provides a particularly suggestive metaphor for
the construction of the narrative. Patchwork screens were fashionable
items of drawing-room furniture, made of panels of fabric that were
first stitched together and then embroidered communally by groups
of aristocratic women. The completed items were both functional and
decorative: they provided a shield from the heat of the fire while also
displaying the skills of their makers. A patchwork screen, then, both
conceals and reveals. The term ‘screen’ had recently become part of the
public’s political vocabulary. Robert Walpole’s effort to protect members
of the court and cabinet from the fallout following the South Bubble
(England’s first great stock market crash), had earned him the nick-
name, ‘Screenmaster-General’.®> His efforts to keep the secrets of the
court had become so notorious that, according to one contemporary,
‘there is hardly a Child in London but now calls Walpole the Skreen’.®?

As Leigh Eicke argues, Galesia’s metaphorical screen “hides and dis-
plays the political concepts in the text. It protects by surrounding
politics with stories of interest to other audiences, and it displays by
using key words and phrases to signal political stance to the partisan
reader.”** A number of poems that are included in A Patchwork Screen are
modified versions of poems that circulated in manuscript among the
exiled Jacobite court. The fact that the name Galesia, one of the two lit-
erary pseudonyms Barker adopted in her coterie exchanges, is given to
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the fictional character that features in her published novels is crucial. It
reminds the partisan reader of the presence of these intertexts, which —
when revealed — display the Jacobite sympathies of their author more
explicitly.®® Further, as a metaphor for the production of the novel, the
patchwork screen reveals how entirely Galesia’s life is enmeshed in the
nostalgic and aristocratic culture of manuscript circulation. The frame
narration requires Galesia to produce each text, or ‘patch’, prior to relat-
ing the story it contains, reminding the reader that each of these stories
had circulated in manuscript prior to finding their place in the novel.
This reminder appears to act as a way of declaring the political orienta-
tion of the text, by making a feature of its genesis in a literary culture
that has clear political affiliations.

Barker offers the patchwork screen as an emblem for her own author-
ship that could replace the model signalled by the atalantis trope. She
had earlier employed the patchwork screen to signify the protection she
anticipated from her patron - thanking the Countess of Exeter in the
dedication to Love Intrigues for allowing her to ‘skreen this little novel
under [her] auspicious protection’.®® In her subsequent novels, Barker
refigures this image into an emblem for her own protective narrative
strategies. The atalantis had provided a model for fictional texts that
engaged public events directly and sought to alter their disposition.
These texts used the strategies of gossip to demand the active participa-
tion of their readers, who were required to bridge the boundary between
the printed page and the public sphere, and exploited the new possi-
bilities for political participation. In contrast, the intricate patchwork
screen Barker favours as an emblem for her own work screens the very
fact of the text’s engagement with contemporary politics. While secret
histories display their secrets through the use of innuendo or charac-
ter names such as Monsieur L'Ingrate, the secrets contained in Barker’s
patchwork screen novels are deeply recessed and intricately embroidered
with the novels’ fictional elements.

The motif of embedding meaning recurs throughout A Patchwork
Screen and is emphasised at the conclusion of the narrative. As the
Lady adds the final patch to the screen, she glimpses writing on its
reverse. This second fragment, a poem meditating on the difficulties
of love, functions as a palimpsest or a second layer of meaning that is
recessed beneath the outward facing patch. The trope of the patchwork
screen suggests the privatisation of the text and the personality of the
author. The text is withdrawn from the public realm to a domestic and
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feminised space, and so its potential public effects are similarly circum-
scribed. As Barker’s final novel, the Lining of the Patchwork Screen, makes
clear, this new model of politics and literature also entails a new relation
to the public tradition of women’s writing.

Although Barker’s final novel, The Lining of the Patchwork Screen, shares
the same metaphor for its construction with Patchwork Screen for the
Ladies, the texture of the narrative is slightly different. Much longer tales
are related on this occasion that, in terms of the metaphor established
by the previous text, will provide the lining to the patchwork screen
of manuscript verse stitched together in the previous novel. The stories
will provide a background to Galesia’s life and writings. The stories that
are told here are unusual in that they are drawn from the reading lives,
rather than the lived experiences, of characters. As if to emphasise the
recycled nature of the material, a number of the tales appear as illustra-
tions of old sayings — that a rolling stone never gathers any moss, a good
conscience is a continual feast, and so on. A number of the tales that are
re-told in the Lining had been popular with earlier audiences and would
have remained familiar to Barker’s readers. Galesia narrates a version of
the once-fashionable Portuguese nun stories, while other tales closely
mirror stories from Aphra Behn’s posthumously published collection,
Histories and Novels (1698).57 A tradition of writing texts for publica-
tion and their reception is embedded in the Lining, the continuation
of Galesia’s tale.

By examining one of these re-narrated stories against its original iter-
ation, the significance of this embedded tradition becomes apparent.
This tale is told by Philinda, one of Galesia’s guests, who begs leave
of the company to tell a story she was struck by in diverting her-
self with one of her hostess’s novels. The story she tells the company
is based on Aphra Behn’s novella, The History of the Nun: Or, the Fair
Vow-Breaker. Behn'’s heroine is a beautiful nun, Isabella, who escapes
her convent and breaks her vow of chastity in order to marry. Penury
soon separates the couple, as Isabella’s husband, Henault, joins the
army to try and make his fortune. After some time, Isabella believes
Henault has perished in battle and remarries, only to be confronted
with the reappearance of her first husband. Isabella is not only afraid
that this will damage her reputation — she has committed adultery,
however unwillingly — but she no longer loves Henault and is unwill-
ing to relinquish her new husband, Villenoys. First, she plans to kill
Henualt with Villenoys help, but later resolves to kill both men, as she
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is unable to face the possibility of future reproach. Although Isabella’s
actions are described as ‘black’ and ‘wicked’, Behn’s narrative stresses
the mitigating circumstances — they stem directly from the fact that
she was forced into a convent and pressured into taking vows before
she was capable of fully understanding the consequences. The narra-
tor suggests ‘an abundance of miseries’ would have been prevented
had the decision to enter a convent been deferred until Isabella was
mature enough to make it.®® As Toni Bowers, Jane Spencer and Jacque-
line Pearson argue, Isabella’s story is presented as an illustration of
what can happen when one is compelled to take vows in exigent
circumstances.®

The story becomes rather different when it is incorporated into a new
political and literary context through its inclusion in Galesia’s tale. In
this version, the nun’s story is refigured to become a clear condemna-
tion of breaking vows, no matter the circumstances. The nun’s physical
attraction to the cavalier is emphasised, and she escapes the convent in
order to gratify her desires. In re-telling the story Philinda describes the
nun’s actions as ‘wicked’ and ‘execrable’, a judgement reinforced within
the narrative by her second husband’s condemnation of the murder.
He looks on his wife as ‘a bloody and a hateful Monster, never to be
forgiven by God or Man’.”’ The relationship between Behn’s original
story and its retelling in Barker’s novel has been examined by Jacque-
line Pearson to investigate what it might reveal about the developing
tradition of women’s writing in the early eighteenth century.”! How-
ever, the retelling of the story resonates more strongly with the rapidly
developing tradition of print culture and the politics of the public
sphere.

The fate of the nun, in Philinda’s retelling, is represented as a direct
result of her decision to leave the convent. It becomes an illustration
of the inviolability of vows, no matter how exigent the circumstances.
This depiction, of course, would have had particular resonance for read-
ers with Jacobite sympathies. Moreover, the very fact that the story
is retold suggests that readers of Barker’s novel are offered a partic-
ular way of interpreting printed texts. Much as the structure of the
Patchwork Screen makes a feature of manuscript circulation, the struc-
ture of the Lining seems designed to showcase the partisan reading of
narrative.

In this respect, the relationship that is established between the
two novels through the metaphor of their construction is especially
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significant. The later novel, the Lining, is represented as the background
to the earlier novel, the feature Patchwork Screen. Through this metaphor,
the usual relationship between manuscript and print culture is reversed:
here, print culture provides the background to manuscript circulation
which occurs in the foreground. This privileges the atavistic political
and cultural significances of manuscript publication, but it also suggests
that it cannot be understood in isolation from print culture. Instead,
the Lining describes a way of embedding a partisan community in print
by orienting the sympathetic reader to print culture. Indeed, the ‘lin-
ing’ signifies the interior or secret knowledge available only to a few and
suggests that political meanings are recessed even further.

The strategies of gossip and anecdote that were so central to the New
Atalantis and functioned to enmesh the text in its political and social
context here have quite different implications. In the New Atalantis,
gossip invites the reader to shift their attention from the text to both
political occurrences and to other instances of partisan literature — a par-
tisan political community of readers is invoked through the operation of
gossip in the text. A similarly partisan community of readers is evoked
by the Galesia trilogy, but this community is confined, or screened, by
the limits of the text. Although the reader is occasionally required to
transfer their attention from the characters and their narrative situation,
they are required to move their focus only so far as other printed texts
and not to the political or cultural milieux that occasioned them. The
use of manuscript circulation is crucial here. Like gossip, the description
of the reciprocal production and exchange of texts simulates a personal
tie to the object that is being disseminated. This strategy projects an
affective community, whose members are held together by the deeply
engrained values they share. In this way, an intimate political commu-
nity is embedded in the text and, through the subject matter of each
story, the values that bind this community together are strengthened
and confirmed.

The references to other texts that are made in the Galesia narratives
create another context for the reader to place Barker’s text: that is, the
context of imaginative literature. This is a community of writers and
readers who are bound together by their shared knowledge of the con-
ventions and practices of fiction. The projection of this community
within Barker’s novels also authorises the consumption and production
of such texts. Galesia is not just a writer, but her life is thoroughly
enmeshed in literature. Almost without exception, every significant
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event or emotion that Galesia experiences becomes the occasion of
another poem. The death of her mother, her study of anatomy, and her
disappointments in love are all memorialised in her poetry. It seems it
is only through writing that Galesia is able to reconcile herself to these
events. Galesia is not just a writer, but she is also a reader. In the last
of the three novels, the Lining, Galesia is often depicted reading books
that are ‘dirty and rumpled’ from frequent perusals. She also has a good
knowledge of contemporary authors: she is most obviously familiar with
the works of Katherine Phillips, but she is also conversant with the works
of John Dryden and Aphra Behn.

Kathryn King's observation that Galesia is a ‘creature of print
culture’,”?> needs to be qualified with the recognition that, in these nov-
els, reading and writing are represented as activities that belong properly
to the private sphere. Galesia composes her poems in solitude, either
in the seclusion of the country or in a small garret room isolated from
the rest of her household. These retreats from the domestic world of
the household allow meditation on matters of national import. Here,
she composes essays that link the political to the personal. Her con-
templation of the Civil War, for instance, results in an essay on the
personal vice of covetousness. Reading is also represented as both a
solitary and a communal activity. Although Galesia reads in private —
taking up a book when she is without company - her knowledge of
books is shared with small groups of friends in conversation. The sto-
ries encountered in private become the subject of retellings for this
wider audience. The patchwork screen emblematises the social context
in which poetry is embedded: Galesia’s poetry will be incorporated into
a fireside screen and become part of the furnishings of the lady’s apart-
ment. In this context, the patchwork, or needlework, metaphor that
structures the text assumes renewed significance. It has been previously
noted that likening literary production to needlework has the effect of
naturalising women’s literary activity, by suggesting that writing is an
activity as appropriate for women as needlework.”® By extension, this
metaphor also suggests that literary production belongs to the private
sphere.

However, Barker’s note to the reader that prefaces A Patchwork Screen
suggests that these private worlds of women and of manuscript circula-
tion also have public dimensions. Here, women'’s ability to bring fabric
of different shapes and patterns together in a pleasant design is used as
an analogy for the capacity of women'’s conversation to accommodate
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and harmonise positions that would normally be in conflict. Barker
writes:

Whenever one sees a Set of Ladies together, their Sentiments are as dif-
ferently mix’d as the Patches in their Work: To wit, Whigs and Tories,
High-Church and Low-Church, Jacobites and Williamites, and many
more Distinctions, which they divide and sub-divide, 'till at last they
make this Dis-union meet in an harmonious Tea-table Entertainment.

(p. 52)

Although the tea-table may be located in the domestic space of the pri-
vate sphere, the discussions that take place there are oriented to the
events of the public sphere. Moreover, this passage appears to suggest
that women are better suited to discussions of public matter than are
men - that it is women, and not men, who are able to unify and
harmonise wildly divergent opinions. King has argued that, as it is
represented in A Patchwork Screen for the Ladies, the tea-table is not a fem-
inised space apart from the public realm but it is the political sphere in
microcosm.”* However, because the discussions that take place between
women in the novel itself do not hint at any public dimension, the char-
acterisation of the tea-table in the preface seems designed to serve quite
another purpose.

As King herself has noted, the political divisions that are invoked
in this passage were no longer active possibilities when A Patchwork
Screen was published in 1723.” The ideological differences between
Jacobites and Williamites were particularly vigorous during the 1690s,
while the party politics that separated Whig from Tory and the religious
issues that divided High and Low Church were active during Queen
Anne’s reign. The Hanoverian succession had altered this situation dra-
matically. George I stripped Tory office-holders of their positions and
replaced them with their Whig counterparts, while legislative develop-
ments increased the weight of proscription against both Catholics and
Jacobites and effectively erased their public presence. This passage, then,
recalls the recent past when these divisions were acute. This recollection
of the past also entails an evocation of women’s active involvement in
such religious and political issues. When set against the substance of the
narratives that the preface frames, this passage seems to highlight the
differences in the character of women’s public lives in the Stuart and
the Hanoverian periods. Women in the Galesia narratives are depicted
as the denizens of private spaces, and their tea-table and drawing-room
discussions are mainly concerned with matters of love and romance.
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This contrasts strongly with the evocation of an earlier period when
women were active participants in public life. As public printed dis-
course that engaged with state matters required its participants to be
able to abstract themselves from their circumstances, particularly from
their bodies, it became increasingly difficult for women to participate in
politics in print.

Print and politics

It seems no coincidence that as the possibilities for women to engage
in public debate became restricted, women turned in greater numbers
to writing prose fiction.”® The careers of Edmund Curll and Jane Barker
illuminate why this is the case. Although Curll’s publishing practices are
now thought to prefigure the commercial imperatives that came to dom-
inate the press, my analysis of the way his practices were represented
by both the publisher himself and his contemporaries demonstrates
that they were understood as a recursion to the forms of embodi-
ment that had conveyed the power of the hereditary monarch and to
the scandalous blend of politics and sexuality signalled by the atalan-
tis trope. Curll’s strategies created the author and not the state as the
scandalous subject of the reader’s attention. Authors such as Alexan-
der Pope who sought to defend themselves against this state of affairs
did so with recourse to the copyright legislation that had been passed
in 1710. This created the text and the personality of the author as pri-
vate property, but it also further demarcated texts from the business of
the political public sphere. Jane Barker developed the possibilities for
the author as a privatised individual that Curll’s activities made avail-
able. Even though Curll connected Barker’s first text, Love Intrigues, to
the atalantis trope, as her career continued, she developed the novel
as a privatised and feminised form. There are political references in
her text but, as Love Intrigues demonstrates, these are not only deeply
encoded but are also presented as consoling fables, rather than as aids to
action. However, the fact that these political references can be discerned
in Barker’s texts is what makes her such an important example of the
changing relationship between politics and fiction in this vital period.
It demonstrates that the privatisation of the novel is achieved against
an earlier tradition that was not feminised but was thoroughly politi-
cised. As Barker laments in the preface to A Patchwork Screen, ‘women’s
published fictions no longer engage the divisions between ‘Whigs and
Tories, High-Church and Low-Church, Jacobites and Williamites.” How-
ever, the private status of the novel is itself no simple matter. As Barker’s
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texts exemplify, the novel is not naturally concerned with private or
domestic matters. Rather, these private concerns are produced as a way
of recessing, or screening, public meanings. It is this screen, however,
that emphatically separates the author, text, and reader from public
matters.



Conclusion: Anne’s Legacy

In the Statute of Anne, the author was established as a legally
empowered figure in the marketplace well before professional
authorship was realised in practice

— Mark Rose, Authors and Owners

This book has traced a series of revolutions in the relationship between
authors and their readers, and in the relationship between texts and con-
texts. These relationships enabled the public sphere to emerge, although
they are seldom considered in conventional accounts of the public
sphere or the rise of the novel. However, there is one event that occurred
in Anne’s reign that is held to be central, albeit in a slightly compro-
mised way, to these histories. On 10 April 1710, the Statute of Anne
came into effect.! More familiarly known as the ‘copyright act’, this leg-
islation was concerned with the rights of ownership of a literary text. It
was noteworthy because, for the first time, it extended these rights to
the author as well as the bookseller. Proprietary right to a work could
now be secured when the author or the bookseller entered the title into
the records of the Stationers’ Company, and was retained for a period of
fourteen years. This piece of legislation is conventionally regarded as the
foundational moment in the creation of the author as an institutionally
defined figure.

Revisionist legal and literary historians have recently argued that this
assumption is a romantic anachronism and demonstrated that, while
the act provided the statutory basis on which authors could assert
their rights, the legislation was not specifically concerned with authors.
Rather, it was designed to regulate the book trade, and its principal
concern was with printing practices and the activities of booksellers.
It is clear from the vocabulary employed in the statute that it was

149
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intended to codify rights in material objects. For example, those who
printed texts to which another held the copyright were liable to ‘for-
feit such Book or Books, and all and every Sheet or Sheets’ so that
the owner could ‘Damask and make Waste Paper of them’.? The act
was concerned with the book as a printed commodity, and did not
address itself to a more abstract notion of literary property. Conse-
quently, literary and legal historians often discuss the statute as if its
meanings were confused or opaque, suggesting the potential it con-
tained for empowering the author was not realised until later in the
century when it was clarified through case law and precedent. As
David Saunders has persuasively argued, this is a teleological account:
it assumes there is an inevitable end point to which authorship and
copyright evolve and faults the statute of Anne for failing to recog-
nise the rights that are assumed to inhere naturally in the personality
of the author. In other words, the Statute of Anne is in some way
flawed because it fails to bring the legal and aesthetic personalities
of the author into proper alignment.® The potential it contains must
be activated by more cognisant individuals at a later point in the
century.

The statute, then, is an emblem for the way that Anne and her reign
are assessed: while it is acknowledged that the legislation that empow-
ered the author and was the genesis of the author as an institutionally
defined figure was passed in her reign, its effects are relocated. There is
no small irony in the fact that, even though the act bears her name, its
productive effects are projected forward into a period that is easier to
map ideologically. Needless to say, the Statute of Anne looks quite dif-
ferent if it is approached as a historically specific phenomenon, rather
than one that predicts later developments. Indeed, when it is exam-
ined in this way, the statute exemplifies precisely the ways in which the
cultural conditions of Anne’s reign were productive.

The act itself had immediate effects. Authors began to exercise their
new-found rights of ownership over their work without delay. Delarivier
Manley was one of the earliest authors to take advantage of these rights;
her signed entry in the registers of the Stationers’ Company claims
authorship, and thus ownership, of the newly-published Memoirs of
Europe.* The idea that authors, and not just booksellers, could own texts
forced a reconceptualisation of what literary property might consist in.
Authors are necessarily more concerned with the composition of a text
rather than its eventual material form and, as a result, attention shifted
away from the book as an object. In its place arose an abstract notion of
the text.
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That the statute was concerned with books as material objects has
long been part of the arguments rehearsed by literary and legal histo-
rians who wish to revise conventional accounts of its centrality. The
statute, however, also represents authors, as well as their texts, in a sim-
ilarly material manner. If the author was still living at the expiration
of the fourteen-year term specified by the act, then the right to the
text would be returned to him or her for a further fourteen years. This
reversion clause provides a clear indication that texts were objects that
were tethered to the lives of their authors. This clause also suggests a
very different understanding of authorship from the one that governs
enlightenment understandings of the press. The text seems to be linked
to the body and not the mind of its author; and the author is under-
stood as the progenitor of the text rather than as its intellectual parent.
The author engenders the text. This is the kind of relationship that is
figured, grotesquely, by Pope in the Dunciad — in the synecdoche that
turns Eliza Haywood’s ‘babes of love’ into both her illegitimate children
and her scandalous novels — but whereas Pope, writing in the 1720s, uses
this relationship to brand certain kinds of literary production as illegit-
imate, its presence in the statute suggests that this was the usual way
that authorship was conceived at the time the legislation was drafted.
This clearly marks Anne’s reign as a transitional moment, and draws our
attention to the importance of considering how the transition to the
types of discourse that characterise the public sphere was achieved. The
authority that had belonged unproblematically to the state first had to
pass through the bodies of the author and the reader, before it could
be abstracted. This moment of embodiment is also the very moment of
transition to a public sphere that this book has been concerned to map.

In considering the book to be a property, however, the statute helped
to consolidate the revolutions in the relationship between the text,
reader, and context that this book has traced. The libel laws had con-
sidered the text as a relationship between the author, reader, and state
that needed regulation. The copyright act, however, abstracted the text
away from this social process and reified the text as an object. Casting
literary production in terms of a property that had two potential own-
ers limits those concerned in the book to the author and bookseller,
and suggests that the meaning of texts was transparent and infinitely
replicable. The statute is not concerned with the way that a text might
affect the disposition of state affairs through the mediation of the reader.
Indeed, the reader is left out entirely. In this way, the Statute of Anne
captured and consolidated the revolution in the relationship between
the text, the reader, and the political context that were taking place in
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the literary field itself. The provisions of the act helped to institution-
alise the separation of the text from the state and political processes,
and the disciplining of the text and the reader’s otherwise revolutionary
potential. This transformation, which was simultaneously occurring on
other fronts and in other arenas, made it possible to construe literature
as a sphere of special privileges and as a refuge from public processes.
It was this shift that made it possible to connect authority — albeit,
authority of a special kind - with the author.

This book began by addressing the gap in accounts of the public
sphere, and it has attempted to account for the precise ways in which
the democratic possibilities of discourse were realised by demonstrat-
ing how reading was transformed from a social activity anchored in
aristocratic culture to a privatised and disembodied activity that had
implications for the entire nation. The arguments presented in this book
have demonstrated that gossip provided a means of publicly circulat-
ing secrets, and thereby offered an effective means of negotiating the
customary divide between the embodied secrecy of royal power and
the growing demands of publicity. Its very success, however, demanded
the direct involvement of those who participated in its processes who
were required to decode and activate the information that gossip con-
tained. By publicly circulating the secrets of the court and cabinet in
print, Manley’s New Atalantis roused its readers into active engagement
with the text and also with political processes. Once the presence of this
engaged and informed readership came to public attention, the strate-
gies of reference involved in gossip were altered — directed inwards by
Defoe in his secret histories, or transmuted into the didactic trope of
tattle by Steele — in order to discipline both the reading process and the
type of political activity that the text engendered.

This book has demonstrated that readers were not abstractions for
Manley or her contemporaries. Rather, reading was an activity that had
immediate public consequences, and the relationship between texts,
readers, booksellers, authors, and the state is complex and dynamic.
Far from being the stable term in each of these relationships, the text
itself is volatile ground. By focusing on the reader — either as an indi-
vidual agent, or as a rhetorical figure in the pages of the text or in the
discursive operations of the law — the arguments presented in this book
clearly demonstrate that the text is an interactive site. Its meanings are
fluid and mobilised to evoke, endorse, or proscribe a range of differ-
ent, and sometimes contradictory, relationships between the state and
the public, and between authors and readers. While Manley successfully
develops the genre of the secret history with the intention of rousing her
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readers to direct political action, Defoe adapts these tropes, equally suc-
cessfully, in order to proscribe just this relationship between readers and
the state. The strong tendency of literary history towards seeing the text
as a fixed object works to contain the radically productive possibilities
of the nexus between the reader and the text.

In tracing this moment in the twinned history of the public sphere
and the novel, this book has shown how the material changes to forms
of state authority, to the structure of party politics, and to legal regimes
governing the press, produced the very categories of public and private
that we are accustomed to use to account for these discursive develop-
ments. These categories are not only inter-implicated, but they are active
and productive. If, as I have argued, Barker’s patchwork screen novels are
a paradigmatic example of the ways in which the domestic novel is dis-
cursively produced, then the domestic novel itself — long considered to
exemplify the privatisation of printed discourse - actually enacts a com-
plex movement between the public and the private. In Barker’s novel,
the public or political meanings of the text are recessed and written over
with private concerns. The private, in this sense, is used to screen the
public. Because it is understood in terms of formal generic categories,
conventional literary history cannot accurately account for the social,
political, and ideological location of these texts and tends to elide these
complexities in order to maintain the separation of each category. How-
ever, the arguments presented in this book urge a re-conceptualisation of
the terms in which these histories are usually considered. They demon-
strate the merit of an approach that attempts to preserve the interactive
and fluid relationships between texts, readers, authors, and the state, for
it is these dynamic relationships that materialise the categories that we
otherwise treat as given.
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is gone: / He grasps an empty Joseph for a John’ (Book 2, lines 119-120).
Swift to Benjamin Tooke, 29 June 1710, in The Correspondence of Jonathan
Swift, ed. Harold Williams (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963), vol. 1,
p. 165.



182

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.
35.

36.
37.

38.

39.
40.
41.
42.

43.

44.

45.

Notes

According to his contemporaries, Curll purchased these wills from the
Doctor’s Commons (the probate court) for a shilling apiece. See [Alexander
Pope], A Full and True Account of a Horrid and Barbarous Revenge by Poison, on
the Body of Mr Edmund Curll, Bookseller (London, 1716).

Arbuthnot to Swift, 13 Jan 1732/3, in Correspondence of Jonathan Swift, vol. 4,
p- 101.

In an earlier, short-lived gesture, Curll appropriated the image of William
Congreve for the same purpose.

The five books listed in the initial warrant are: Venus in the Cloister (1724);
A Treatise of the Use of Flogging in Venereal Affairs; De Secretis Mulierum (1725);
Three New Poems (1721), and Ebriatatis Encomium (n.d).
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Modern Philology 74, no. 4 (May 1977): 366-80.

David Saunders and Ian Hunter, ‘Lessons from the “Literatory”: How to
Historicise Authorship’, Critical Inquiry 17, no. 3 (Spring 1991).
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Autobiographical Works of Jane Barker’, Tulsa Studies in Women'’s Literature 2,
no. 2 (1983), p. 166.

Jane Barker to the Duke of Ormonde, 19 March 1718, Stowe Papers, BL MS
232, fol. 93. 1 am following the translation from the original French provided
by King and Medoff in ‘Jane Barker and Her Life’, p. 26.

King, Jane Barker, Exile, p. 169.

Carol Shiner Wilson, Introduction to The Galesia Trilogy and Selected
Manuscript Poems of Jane Barker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997),
p- 26.

Jane Barker, Love Intrigues, in Popular Fiction by Women, 1660-1730, edited
by Paula Backscheider and John J. Richetti (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996),
p. 89. Further references to this edition will appear parenthetically in
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King in Jane Barker, Exile, pp. 170-1.
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Entertaining Novels of Mrs Jane Barker (London, 1719), vol. 1, sig. A2r.
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Jane Barker, Dedication to the Honourable Countess of Exeter, in Popular
Fiction by Women, 1660-1730: An Anthology, ed. Paula R. Backscheider and
John J. Richetti (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), p. 82.

The ‘History of the Lady Gypsie’ and the ‘History of Tangerine’, read
together, resemble Behn’s The Wandering Beauty; ‘Philinda’s Story out of a
Book’ retells Behn’s The History of the Nun; and ‘The Story of the Portugueze
Nun’ draws on the fashionable tales popular in the late seventeenth century.
The History of the Nun, in Oroonoko and Other Writings, ed. Paul Salzman
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Kathryn King, ‘Of Needles and Pens and Women’s Work’, Tulsa Studies in
Women’s Literature 14, no. 1 (1995).

King, Jane Barker, Exile, p. 202.
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