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The Headmaster picked up the book. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘A book! Turn to page (i).’ They turned to Page One.


‘Ah, no’ he said patiently, ‘Not Page One, Page (i). And tell me who are Faber and Faber? Is he, they, one man or two men or perhaps Mrs and Mr Faber? Is he or they this book’s author? And is a person who makes a book a bookmaker? What does ISBN mean and how should I say it? Is © a friend of the author? Is the book dedicated to him? Who are Butler and Tanner of Frome? What is a preface, an epigraph? This Foreword … need I read it? Can only William Shakespeare own a folio? Does a quire need a conductor? Can one catch a colophon by too heavy reading late at night? And spell it?’


He went on and on. My class’s ignorance was utter. Finally he pronounced sentence. ‘You don’t seem to know much about this book. And I haven’t got as far as Page One.’


My pupils looked reproachfully at me.


J.L. Carr Harpole & Foxberrow General Publishers (Kettering 1992) p.1
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Foreword


By Fergal Tobin


Ireland was a latecomer to the print revolution, as to so many other things. Gutenberg invented printing by moveable type in Mainz in 1454; yet Maurice Craig, in his classic Dublin 1660–1860, states that ‘anything printed in Ireland before 1700 can be classed as “rare”’. Among other things, this helps to account for the failure of the Reformation in most of Ireland. Crucial to that enterprise was the translation of the Bible into the vernacular. But the earliest Irish language version of the New Testament did not appear until 1603. The Old Testament was not translated until the 1680s. The contrast with Wales is instructive: as early as 1563, the process began with the passing of an Act for the Translation of the Bible into Welsh.


It is no harm to be reminded of these delays, as Tony Farmar does in his opening chapters. They constitute a superb tour d’horizon of the book publishing scene in Ireland before 1890. He hurries his narrative to that point, the better to concentrate on the quickened environment that followed, for reasons that he sets out cogently in the introduction. Still, that scene-setting survey of the industry before 1890 is an education in itself. Anyone reading it – including people who consider themselves possessed of some knowledge of the subject – will learn much that is new or that is located in a fresh context.


This book is the product of prodigious research. The references and bibliography alone stand in evidence of that. To take one page at random: the notes include an article from the Linen Hall Review of 1987; two references to a dictionary of commerce published in London in 1839; a quote from the French eighteenth-century encyclopaedist Denis Diderot; and a dictionary of members of the Dublin book trade from 1550 to 1800. This has been a labour of love.


Tony was a publisher by avocation and an historian by inclination. He was a champion of one of the most neglected corners of publishing: that dealing with commercial history. It is interesting that we have an Irish Labour History Society but no equivalent society or journal to record the development of commercial and professional life. Tony himself wrote a number of commissioned works in this area, in particular a history of the accountancy profession in Ireland. Even in this unpromising territory he extracted nuggets: the number of accountants in Ireland grew by an astonishing 83 per cent in the short few years from 1996 to 2012. In the latter year, there were 27,116 accountants in the country. The equivalent figure for Roman Catholic priests and nuns was 6,729. It tells you something, that.


It is therefore little surprise that he was commissioned to write the history of his own trade. He was the obvious choice. He had the requisite skills. He brought to the task an almost amateur enthusiasm, but there is nothing amateur about the result, as those of you now holding the finished product in your hands can see for yourselves.


You’d know that he had been a production man. Many publishers are uninterested in the mechanics of typesetting, printing and binding. They see their role as gatekeepers – choosing what to accept and what to reject for their lists – and as financial brokers, putting up the risk money to allow the raw text see the light of day in the bookshops. Tony was more than alert to these primary impulses – as the text of this book makes abundantly clear – but he simply could not help himself from his several excursus into the technological changes that underpinned the developments in the trade.


These diversions have the great merit, however, of locating a small national industry in its wider technological and mechanical context. All the more so when rendered, as here, with lucidity and authority. He was an enthusiast – that shines forth on every page – but he was a knowledgeable one: he knew whereof he writ. By extension, it also meant embracing a significant part of British publishing, because Irish publishing could not be sensibly surveyed in any other context. The natural boundary of a publishing culture is linguistic, not political. Ireland shares with Austria and Wallonia what Tony always referred to as an ‘over-mighty neighbour’ and for the same reason: a shared language.


This left the small, vulnerable world of Irish language publishing in an isolated position, as the development of the business coincided with rapid Anglicisation and increasing literacy in that language. Yet in the later chapters of the book, he gives this subset of the Irish trade its due, recording its quietly heroic survival against all odds. Indeed, one of the more heart-lifting things at the Frankfurt Book Fair over the years was to see Irish language publishers not just present but doing rights deals.


Irish publishing is both national and regional. It is national in the sense that we can conduct a public conversation on matters that are of intense interest to us but not to others. This accounts for the preponderance of Irish interest non-fiction on Irish publishers’ lists. As Tony points out, when the literary agent Jonathan Williams established his agency in Dublin in 1986, he quickly found that about 75 per cent of his list was in non-fiction. Moreover, for Irish publishers the Irish interest angle is as important as the non-fiction.


Take the case of Micheál Ó Muircheartaigh, whose autobiography was a tremendous bestseller. Imagine a commissioning editor in a London publishing house trying to convince sceptical colleagues to take this on. Nobody had ever heard of him (unless there was someone Irish in the room) and no one could even attempt to pronounce his name. The editor might try to explain that this guy was the Irish equivalent of John Arlott or John Motson. You can imagine the scornful laughter. Yet an Irish publisher, with a knowledge of the local (or should that be national?) culture not only took it on but actively pursued it by commission, and got his reward. There are things in Ireland that fly beneath the British radar, thank goodness.


There is one other aspect of this regionalism that is disturbing. I have long been struck by the number of Irish interest titles that speak only to one side of the border or the other. I recall one enormous bestseller in the Republic which hardly caused a ripple in the Northern Ireland trade. It was not alone in that. Ironically, the end of the Troubles has accelerated that trend. At least books on those dismal events found a market north and south – and also overseas.


The emphasis on non-fiction is organic: it arises out of the nature of the national industry itself. But it also allowed Tony to remind readers that publishing everywhere is heavily reliant on this genre. The excessive prestige granted to literary fiction and belles lettres is all very well for literary editors and reviewers: it is not a luxury available to most commercial publishers. As he loved to quote Stanley Unwin, a publisher’s first duty to his authors is to remain solvent.


Sadly, as he points out early in this book, the history of book publishing in Ireland ‘is littered with bankrupts’. It is a risky business anywhere, with more hit-and-miss hunches than most publishers will own up to. The Hollywood screenwriter William Goldman famously said: ‘Nobody knows anything … Not one person in the entire motion picture field knows for a certainty what’s going to work.’ Well, up to a point, Lord Copper. As with the movies, so with books; but no publisher will survive for long backing guesses and hunches that are not better more often than those of a dabbler. The problem is exacerbated in a small country with a sometime exiguous capital base and a public that does not buy books in huge numbers.


The myth that the Irish are a nation of book buyers, disproportionate to bigger countries, has been one of the comforting lies that we have told ourselves. Tony deals with it here once and for all: it was a particular bogey of his for years.


This wonderful book will neither be challenged nor superseded for a long time, if ever. It is not a social history of modern Ireland but it does cut a very generous slice of that pie. The books we read and produce – and the changes of fashion and vogue that inform the trade – are mighty straws in the wind. This book should be read by anyone who is curious about Ireland, past and present.
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Tony Farmar has not lived to see his book in print. He died, before his time, in December 2017. He was working on it until his final illness and was happy to know that Conor Kostick would write the final chapter. Tony and I were friends for over twenty years. He succeeded me as President of Clé (now Publishing Ireland) in 2004. For years, we lunched together about once a month in the snug embrace of La Cave, the wine bar on South Anne Street. He was the most wonderful man. Rather than gloss that remark with a welter of adjectives, I urge you instead to read and enjoy this product of his many talents.


Fergal Tobin
May 2018




PART ONE




Introduction


Studying the History of Book Publishing




Books reach every aspect of our culture, interpreting the past and the present, anticipating the future, carrying necessary information, portraying life as it was and is and can be imagined. All kinds of books do this, and all kinds of publishers have opportunities to exercise judgement on quality – on the effect of what they publish, for books do have effects, both good and bad. If a publisher runs his business well, he has greater opportunities to favor quality, to distribute it widely, and thus to contribute something worthwhile to mankind.


Herbert S. Bailey Jr, The Art and Science of Book Publishing1





This book describes the history of the Irish publishing industry. For reasons that will become clear, it mainly covers the years from 1890, though there is a sketch covering the period from the very first book printed in Ireland, in 1551.


The most common modern approach to the history of book publishing is as an adjunct to literary studies. This point of view thinks of publishing merely as the method by which literary texts get into the hands of readers. As the librarian and scholar Mary (‘Paul’) Pollard put it, ‘I suppose the most compelling reason for the study of any book trade must be its function as a centre of publication where writer and publishing agent meet and the primary decision on the writing’s worth is taken.’2


This literature-focused study of book history finds particularly interesting the way technical features of the publishing process can significantly affect the final text. The physicality of the book, its design and construction, its patterns of distribution, sale and use, are thought of as incidental. Focus falls on, for instance, how early typesetters normalised illegible scripts, thus producing textual variants; or how the finances of the trade insisted on the bloated size of the three-decker novel; or how the physical demands of the bootrade underpin the reluctance to publish short stories, or generally books too short to support a spine. These are classic examples, but some ‘normalisation’ (specifically editorial and presentational) is absolutely typical of the way publishers mediate between writer and reader.3


The almost sacred glamour allotted to fiction, poetry and belles lettres by this group of book historians is very much of our time. An historian critical of this approach has noted how, unlike in previous centuries where ideas (theological, philosophical, historical, political, economic) conveyed prestige:




The genres of fiction, poetry, drama and literary criticism tend to be privileged over other kinds of writing. [Those] who write books in those genres are seen as the new cultural heroes of the age of print; the professional literary author is exalted as the paradigm of modernity; and figures in the book trade are rendered worthy – or not – on the basis of their contribution to those authors and their works.4





The opportunities in international publishing have for generations ensured that Irish literary authors have looked overseas, typically to the highly developed London market, to place their books. This is often deplored – as for instance in the 1840s by William Carleton (an exception), who described it as equivalent to absentee landlordism – but is difficult to gainsay.


In his discussion of the 1950–60 outburst of world publishing, the French sociologist Robert Escarpit distinguished between functional books and literary books. The latter he took for statistical purposes (though aware of the extreme leakiness of this because of local classification practices) to be equivalent to Class 8 in the Dewey classification. According to UNESCO statistics some 23 per cent of books published were in this literary class, a proportion that varied according to economic and political factors country by country. Economically developed democratic countries tended, not surprisingly, to publish a higher proportion of literary works.5 Irish publishing history (like the publishing history of most countries) has been largely concerned with the 80 per cent or so of functional books that addressed intellectual, religious, political, education and practical matters with a sharp local focus and not so much with belles lettres, which inevitably found their way to the metropolis. When Jonathan Williams set up his plate in 1986 as Ireland’s first literary agent he found that three quarters of his work was with non-fiction.6


The high estimation for the proportion of publishing designated as literature is a recent phenomenon and perhaps has a gender element. In his study of the catalogues of eighteenth-century Irish private libraries (all from male owners) Richard Cole found that ‘the library owners apparently preferred works of discursive prose, works represented by such genres as lexicography, history, biography, and the essay … it was not simply novels that the library owners did not buy in large numbers, but other examples of belles-lettres such as poems and plays.’7 For these there were numerous private circulating libraries open to the public, such as that run by the well-known publishing family of Hoey, then of Skinner Row, Dublin, who advertised in 1737 ‘a large collection of Histories, Romances, Novels, Memoirs etc.’ that could be rented.


In 1963, a six-man (sic) editorial committee for the magisterial 1963 catalogue Printing and the Mind of Man: The Impact of Print on Five Centuries of Western Civilisation selected several hundred titles to represent the impact of printed books. They certainly included creative literature such as Homer, Virgil, Dante, Shakespeare, Cervantes, Defoe, Goethe and Walt Whitman, but the great bulk of the 424 titles chosen were clearly ‘non-fiction’, starting with the Gutenberg Bible, via Boyle, Berkeley, Kant, to Darwin and Einstein. Likewise, compiling a list of thirty-two ‘books that define Ireland’ in 2014, Bryan Fanning and Tom Garvin included only five works of fiction (and no poetry).8


There are other approaches to the history of the book, however, and they were often equally instrumental. Few admit to finding the book publishing process interesting in itself, as others might find the building of a railway or the metamorphosis of a caterpillar. In The Coming of the Book (1958) the founding fathers of the modern discipline, Lucien Febvre and Henri-Jean Martin, took a long sociological point of view, as befitted distinguished members of the Annales school.9 In The Reading Nation in the Romantic Era (2007), William St Clair argued that the real importance of book history is the light it casts on mentalities. ‘By mentalities,’ he writes, ‘I mean the beliefs, feelings, values, and dispositions to act in certain ways that are prevalent in a society at a particular historical and cultural conjuncture, including not only states of mind that are explicitly acknowledged but others that are unarticulated or regarded as fixed or natural.’10


In this spirit, we can consider the relative impact on Irish mentalities of two Macmillan authors, W.B. Yeats and James Carty (an educational author who worked in the National Library of Ireland). Generations of Irish secondary school pupils, who never willingly read a syllable of Yeats, imbibed (and still unconsciously reiterate) their approach and ideas about Irish history from the four volumes of Carty’s Class-Book of Irish History, including, notoriously, the failure to mention either the Catholic Church (as such), or Kitty O’Shea, and the judgement that Patrick Pearse was ‘one of the noblest characters in Irish history’.11


What Publishers Do


Either by leading, or by channelling, or perhaps only reinforcing public interest and taste (with drums and whistles), book publishers, like broadcasters, significantly shape the understandings, the knowledge base and the ‘beliefs, feelings, values, and dispositions to act in certain ways’ of their readers: in short, their mentalities. The long history of censorship testifies to this, for no one censors what does not matter. The shaping can be quite subtle. Thus even an unpretentious almanac, once the most common book in most people’s hands, contains a purposeful ordering, an expression of a world view. One of the very earliest Irish almanacs, for instance, was issued in Waterford in 1646 in strong support of the Confederate Catholics. As well as saints’ days, details of the rising and setting of the sun and monthly observations on farming matters (when to sow, graft, reap etc.), there is a tendentious Chronological Table showing various events in the 5,092 years since the Creation. These include: ‘since Lutheranism, Calvinism and such like heresies arose in Germany, 128 years’, ‘since the virtuous and holy Queen Mary of Scotland was beheaded in England, 46 years’ and ‘since the Happy Union of the Catholics for the defence of His Majesty, 5 years’.12


What Publishers Actually Do


If writing is labour-intensive (as it undoubtedly is), publishing is capital-intensive. This suggests that publishing is a business rather than a craft or profession. Herein lies the paradox of publishing. It certainly is a business, but only up to a point. For the community, the value of a publisher does not lie in profits, but in the contribution his or her gatekeeping, encouragement and investing has made to authors and texts. Most publishers are driven by a didactic urge to contribute more than capital and technical expertise to the books they publish.13


There is, however, a lasting vagueness as to what publishers actually do. Perhaps this is because the role of stand-alone publisher, unconnected with either printer or bookseller, was a relatively late emergence. In rich countries such as France and Britain, as the publishing process became more complex, this new role was a phenomenon of the early nineteenth century. In Ireland this conjunction came much later.


Carol Haynes described the emergence thus in early nineteenth-century France:




The primary role of the éditeur was not to manufacture or to sell the book himself. Rather it was to finance and coordinate the production and distribution of a book by others. The work of the éditeur involved procuring funding from subscribers, financiers, notaries, merchants, and other members of the book trade (who, given the difficulties of obtaining loans from banks, remained the main source of credit); acquiring or commissioning work by authors and artists, to whom he offered increasingly detailed contracts; overseeing the writing and illustrating of manuscripts; obtaining a supply of paper; coordinating the activities of engravers, printers and binders; marketing publications, by means of subscriptions, catalogs, prospectuses, reviews, and eventually advertisements and posters; and distributing products via wholesalers, commission agents, and retailers … the éditeur was defined by his role in investing capital both financial and human to create literary commodities.14





Most Irish publishers, on the other hand, remained until the 1970s associated with printers: Gill finally abandoned its print shop in 1966, but Dolmen retained its equipment to the end, as did Talbot, Browne & Nolan and Duffy. Irish University Press was closely associated with its Shannon printing plant.


But what, then, do publishers actually do? The four main functions are:


Selection: deciding what to publish, the ‘primary decision’ referred to by Mary Pollard, is the most important thing publishers do. This is where publishers sometimes stimulate, sometimes channel or sometimes merely follow public interest. Often this is referred to as gatekeeping, with overtones of cultural control and even censorship. But there are usually many gates: history is full of stories of authors papering their rooms with rejection slips before finally making good.


Idealistic would-be publishers have often started with a determination only to publish work of the finest literary quality (as declared for instance in 1905 by Joseph Hone, the director and financial backer of Maunsel; in 1967 by Michael Smith with his short-lived New Writers Press; and in 2015, by a new Irish publisher who announced that ‘the only thing we want to publish is brilliant fiction.’15) Unfortunately, literary masterpieces are rarely bestsellers, at least initially. Since history (and daily experience) tell us that sales are unpredictable, the common way to stay afloat is to publish a balanced portfolio of books, with successes balancing failures. ‘Literary’ houses that do nothing else rarely survive for long without patronage or some other income source. Long surviving Dublin firms such as Gill, Duffy and Talbot each balanced fiction and poetry with education, religion and politics. Macmillan’s Irish schoolbooks balanced its Irish playwrights. Even Leonard and Virginia Woolf’s Hogarth Press, with its origins in the most refined Bloomsbury circles, alternated high literature with social or political analysis. This balancing act is not a chore: from the point of view of mentalities (and sales), an excellent reference book is a match for a second-rank poet.


Processing: this general term covers the technical engine, driving the production of books from the acquisition by contract of the appropriate publication rights, through editorial shaping and refining, the arrangement of illustrations, print and cover design and the commissioning and overseeing of the physical processes of typesetting, printing and binding. These technical skills, especially those relating to editing, are hard for self-publishers to replicate.


For much of the nineteenth century it was common for publishers to accept the outside reader’s judgement and send the manuscripts straight to a printer for setting, layout and printing, often with little or no detailed in-house scrutiny. The process was quick – exemplified in Edna Lyall’s 1889 novel Derrick Vaughan: Novelist in which the author completed his first novel in September and it was published in three volumes in November.16 Anthony Powell remembered from his time at Duckworth in the 1920s that ‘an author might be thought exigent if, delivering a manuscript in August, he expected the printed book to be in the bookshops by October, but, in practice, such optimism was rarely disappointed.’17 In her history of Methuen, Maureen Duffy claims that it was the delays and hold-ups experienced during the Second World War that accustomed the trade to think of nine months as the normal time from receipt of manuscript to bound copies. From the second half of the twentieth century, publishers’ in-house staff took on more pre-publication tasks. It became clear that there were advantages throughout the publishing house in specialisation, in the honing of skills to particular kinds of publishing. Thus the sensitivity appropriate to literary fiction or poetry floundered when presented with the organisational problems of a large textbook; the technical requirements of children’s book editing and illustration were not easily transferred to academic history, with extended narrative, maps and footnotes in multiple languages. As in editing, so in design and production, where specific appropriate technology and materials could be refined. In marketing, specialising in an audience reaped dividends. Buyers of books, not generally sensitive to publishers’ imprints, looked to Gallery for poetry, and The O’Brien Press or Wolfhound for children’s books (and would look askance at poetry, however well-meant, emanating from a house specialising in true crime).


It is in the processing core that the many conventions of book production are considered. For example, a new biography could in theory be any length from 10,000 to 1.5 million words and any size from A6 to elephant folio. But since the eighteenth century (before the Internet loosened things), virtually all were more than 70,000 and less than 150,000 words and printed on Royal or Demy sheets, octavo, and the trimmed pages measured 9¼in x 6¼in or 8½in x 5½in. Printers expected this, the reviewers expected this and the booksellers’ and buyers’ shelves were constructed for these sizes. Of course, no one was forced to follow the current norms; for instance we might decide to produce a children’s book in three bulky volumes (The Lord of the Rings) or, as the French do, to put the contents at the back of the book, do without an index and run the title up rather than down the spine – but the beaten path is always easier.


Marketing, selling and distribution: how publishers make the potential reader aware of the book and, by various distribution processes, make it physically possible to buy the book. This includes cataloguing, managing the house’s presence on social media, outreach to bibliographical services such as Nielsen, promotion and advertising of the frontlist, management of backlist, book exhibitions and non-trade presence, distribution, negotiating with retailers (discounts, special placings, etc.), transportation and book storage, including pick, pack and despatch. This is the most arcane area of the trade and in many respects the hardest work. The key relationships with review editors, retailers and librarians can take years to evolve. Book warehouses are not glamorous places, but if inefficiently run can undermine the whole effort.


The crucial technical breakthrough was the invention of automated publishers’ binding in the 1820s, which came into Ireland in the 1850s. Before then, says Charles Benson, ‘books were usually sold in sheets or with paper wrappers’.18 Booksellers often employed binders in the shop to meet customers’ needs. Edition binding on more or less elaborately blocked cloth evolved over the century, with colour-printed jackets, blurbs, standardised pricing and (much later) ISBN coding, taking the marketing out of the bookretailers’ hands and into the publishers’.


Finance: Carol Haynes put the organisation of finance at the centre of the emerging role of publisher. Here, too, specialisation has its impact. The cash-flow requirements of a five-year educational series are clearly different from those for a high-advance, quick sales, would-be bestseller, or a low-run academic book which, though expensive to edit and typeset, will, perhaps, continue to sell for years.


The supremely practical Stanley Unwin, doyen of the British publishing business until his death in 1968, said that the first duty of a publisher is to remain solvent, because a bankrupt publisher (whose first step on to the path to collapse is usually marked by failing to pay royalties) is no good to readers, writers or anyone else. He was, however, far from proposing that solvency or profit should be the only objective of a publisher. He stressed the duty of solvency because in his day it was so often forgotten. Now, as André Schriffen and others have complained, current conglomerate publishers frequently show the opposite failing.19


Digital and web-enabled self-publishing have tempted many people to wonder if publishers should join buggy-whip manufacturers in the halls of history. This misses the point that the practitioners of the four functions are in a continuous learning relationship over many titles between writers, readers, the enablers (booksellers, librarians, reviewers) and themselves. Like good bridges, good publishers last, until they become part of the heritage of the nation.


Irish publishing history is, alas, littered with bankrupts. To identify only the best-known names: William Figgis of Nassau Street, insolvent in 1812; William Curry, described by Charles Benson as ‘the major Irish publisher in the 1820s and 1830s’, bankrupt in 1847, on his own admission ‘due to overtrading’; also Curry’s one-time partner James McGlashan, whose interests were acquired by M.H. Gill in 1856; the feckless George Roberts of Maunsel was rescued by an indulgent compensatory committee after the firm’s premises were destroyed in 1916 and the company limped on until 1926; his contemporary, Martin Lester, was sunk by overenthusiastic publication of a memorial volume to Michael Collins and Arthur Griffith; Liam Miller’s Dolmen Press had to be rescued several times before succumbing on his death in 1987.


The cases of Maunsel and Dolmen raise a question: is it not enough to produce some timely or beautiful books? Given the books produced, should anyone care that the managers of those two houses were at least incompetent businessmen and perhaps worse? Did not the unpaid authors enter the arrangement with open eyes? Is longevity an overriding virtue? After all, the best-known publisher in Irish literary history published only one book – but it was James Joyce’s Ulysses.


The missed opportunity is the answer. Imagine the contribution to Irish mentalities a reasonably well-managed local publishing house on the lines of Faber or Allen & Unwin might perhaps have made in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s (particularly if Protestant, and so not inclined, like M.H. Gill, to become ultra-Catholic).


Why Focus on the Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries?


The main focus of this book is on the period since 1890. There are four reasons for this.


The first reason is the enormous increase in readers, the beginning and end of book publishing. Publishing flourishes where there are plenty of active, curious readers with enough leisure and money to afford books. It was only by the end of the nineteenth century that anything like widespread literacy was achieved in Europe and this, of course, profoundly changed the environment in which publishing was carried out. In an extraordinary, continent-wide phenomenon, during the second half of the century the ability to read more than a small amount moved from a guarded privilege of the rich to a rapidly growing majority skill. In country after country, the customary old-style illiteracy (previously assumed to be necessary to keep the lower classes in their place) dwindled in the decades up to 1910. Among the easily measured cohort of army recruits, illiteracy fell in the Austrian Empire from 65 per cent in 1867 to 22 per cent in 1894; in Italy from 59 per cent in 1870 to 10 per cent in 1910; even in Russia it fell from 79 per cent in 1874 to 32 per cent in 1913.20 In France, 55 per cent of conscripts were illiterate in 1828, by 1910 it was 4.5 per cent.21 In Britain, the proportion of people reporting themselves illiterate fell from 53 per cent in the 1841 Census to 6 per cent in 1891. In Ireland, 33 per cent of the population in 1851 reported that they could read and write and a further 20 per cent could read; by 1901, these figures had climbed to 79 per cent reading and writing, 7 per cent reading only.22


Edith Newman Devlin, who became well known in the 1970s and 1980s for her series of extra mural lectures on literature in Queen’s University Belfast, described what the transition meant to her:




I soon cracked the great code, which men and women have devised for talking in print to each other over space and time; I had made the huge intellectual leap which is called ‘reading’ … I would never be quite alone again.23





As every reader knows, when the skill is learned, reading becomes a habit and an appetite crying to be fed. Alberto Manguel wrote:




Once I had learned my letters I read everything, books, but also notices, advertisements, the small type on the back of tram tickets, letters tossed into the garbage, weathered newspapers caught under my bench in the park, the backs of magazines held by other readers in the bus.24





Reading becomes a new channel of experience, full of entertainment, consolation and possibility. Readers long to spend time and money on this habit, and of course writers are happy to oblige. F.S.L. Lyons proposed that ‘without this revolution, the foundations of the modern Irish state could not have been laid.’25 He could reasonably have made a much wider claim.


The second reason is the great increase in the number of books being published. This of course follows directly on from the growth in literacy, combined with general economic development. The huge majority of books ever published have been published since 1890. In August 2010, Google estimated that the entire corpus of published books consists of some 130 million works.26 It further believed that as many as 80 per cent of these are still in copyright, by which, following US law, it meant published after 1922. The cultural critic Raymond Williams captured the newness of widespread book reading in Britain when he wrote (in 1962): ‘a majority public for books was probably first achieved in the 1950s, by comparison with a majority public for Sunday papers by 1910 and for daily papers by the end of the First World War.’27 UNESCO calculated that there were some 250,000 titles being published worldwide in the early 1950s, 400,000 a year ten years later and perhaps a million by the 2000s (this number being complicated by digital editions). This unexpectedly late flowering of books generally is a worldwide phenomenon and is true also for Ireland. (See the Appendix where an estimate is made of the number of books published in Ireland since 1551.) Book publishing is thus an old craft suddenly transformed by new conditions and, despite digital rivalry, still expanding beyond recognition.


The third reason for focusing on the post-1890 period is the series of changes in book law, production technology and market practice that took place at the end of the nineteenth century as commercial and market opportunities developed. Their ‘combined impact changed radically both the size and nature of the print culture’, as book historian Simon Eliot put it. He instanced specifically the changes affecting the British scene (in which of course Irish writers and booksellers were immersed and Irish publishers more or less reluctant participants):




[…] the development of the new journalism (in both newspaper and magazine forms) and the mass circulation papers of the 1890s; the expansion of the syndication market in the provinces, the Empire and the USA (particularly after the Chace Act of 1891 gave non-US authors copyright protection); the emergence of the literary agent; the founding of the Society of Authors, the Booksellers Association and the Publishers Association; the rapid growth of public libraries; the decline and collapse (in 1894) of the three decker novel; the development of cheap paper-covered reprints at sixpence or less; the enormous expansion of printing capacity represented by the large web-fed rotaries; the coming in the 1890s of the hot-metal typesetting machines.28





Cumulatively these changes set the scene for the publishing world of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.


The fourth reason for the period of focus is that a great deal of recent book scholarship has opened out the pre-modern period in Ireland. This includes two monumental directories covering members of the book trade from 1550 to 1850, and several valuable books. Most of these, like the core text, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin 1670–1800,29 centre on the activities of Ireland’s age of piracy in the late eighteenth century, when the trade profited from the failure to extend the 1709 Copyright Act to Ireland and happily published and exported undercut editions of numerous Enlightenment classics to Britain and America.30


The major structural shifts described above radically differentiate the publishing world that Goldsmith and Burke, or Sheridan Le Fanu, Charles Kickham and Samuel Lover knew from that inhabited by Yeats, Gogarty and Moore. It was a different world. The period since 1890 has been extensively covered from the point of view of the great literary names from Yeats and Kavanagh to Heaney, but hardly at all from the point of view of publishing as such. It seems sensible therefore to concentrate on that period.




1


The Long History of Books in Ireland Before 1890


The very first book set in movable type and printed in Ireland was Edward VI’s Book of Common Prayer, produced in 1551 by the King’s Printer, Humphrey Powell, from his premises in Dublin Castle.1 Twenty years later, the first book printed in Irish was a Reformation catechism. These were clearly colonising acts and were not the harbingers of a vibrant book trade. In fact, as historian Raymond Gillespie puts it, ‘the history of the Irish printing press in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries is, in the main, a story of inactivity. On the basis of surviving evidence, it appears that the bulk of printing was for government.’2


The devastating Cromwellian wars of the middle seventeenth century and the small number of English speakers limited demand for printed books (Irish language publications stuck largely to manuscript until the twentieth century). Even if there had been demand, supply was severely restricted: for 130 years only one officially licensed printer/bookseller was allowed to work in Dublin. The licence granted in 1609 to Powell’s successor, John Franckton, gave him a complete monopoly over the Irish book trade (imported or otherwise) and forbade anyone else to print, bind, publish or sell books. Even during the 1640s and 1650s when the political situation allowed propaganda presses to set up in Kilkenny, Cork and Waterford, ‘such provincial printing,’ writes Gillespie, ‘was of relatively short-term significance.’3


In the middle of the century, writes Mary Pollard, William Bladen ‘was the only printer in Dublin and for most of his thirty-odd years the only bookseller’.4 In theory the print monopoly continued until 1732, but in practice it was challenged in 1680 by Joseph Ray and, despite protests from the patentholder, the Privy Council adopted an Irish solution by recognising the monopoly right but doing nothing to enforce it. Joseph Ray became official printer to the City of Dublin and the Dublin Philosophical Society. He was described by Mary Pollard as ‘an energetic and obstinate, perhaps pig-headed, fighter [whose] determined opposition to the King’s Printer’s monopoly was of immense importance to the Dublin book trade, resulting as it did in freedom to expand to match the growth in population in the eighteenth century.’5


From 1618, an ‘Irish Stock’ group of London booksellers specialised – not very successfully – in exporting books to Ireland and, under licence from the King’s Printer, a few booksellers did import books. In this way London print came creeping into the eastern counties, much as British television was to do in the 1950s. But it was not until 1670 that the Guild of St Luke gave legal status and self-control to the stationers of Dublin (as the bookseller/publishers were then called, revealingly). Oddly, the Guild included also two quite different trades, the cutlers and the painter-stainers. By 1686, ‘the piping time of peace’ had allowed the five initial stationer brothers of the Guild to expand to thirty-five, though this number included binders, book printers and lawyers with booksellers as such.6 There was some local publishing. Raymond Gillespie classifies the 229 titles published in Ireland between 1681 and 1685 as follows: 76 indigenous titles, 106 reprints (mostly of books originally published in London) and 47 official publications (statutes, proclamations, etc.).7


The mix of business of one of the largest of these booksellers, Samuel Helsham, can be identified from a few pages that survive of a day book covering 2 March to 16 May 1685. The eight pages record sales of sixty-three titles and numerous small stationery items such as pens, different paper products, wafers and legal forms. The books Helsham sold were mostly, as Mary Pollard puts it, ‘Protestant devotional works and sermons, school and university textbooks, and topical pamphlets – news, trials, speeches, elegies and other substitutes for newspapers’. Perhaps three quarters of the books he sold were printed in England, 20 per cent in Ireland and 5 per cent on the Continent.


Helsham sold to fellow booksellers (at 25 per cent discount off retail price) and, it seems, supplied the country market via chapmen or pedlars. He also published on his own behalf, notably a textbook of logic by the Provost of Trinity and Helsham regularly took shares with fellow booksellers in publications.8 In much of the country things were less organised. Book historian Vincent Kinane writes:




The retail supply of books in provincial towns would have been through merchants who included them in their stock; a rung below were village shops selling cheap literature, and lower still were the travelling chapmen. This was the pattern for provincial bookselling well into the 19th century … a good example of a merchant-cum-bookseller in the 1790s was George Hynes, who sold groceries, wines, hardware, flax seed as well as ‘every article in the stationery and bookselling way’ at his shop in High Street [Galway]. He also operated a circulating library from there and an auctioneering business from Kirwan’s Lane.9





Nineteenth-century travellers, such as Thackeray, who claimed they could not find bookshops in the Irish countryside were only half right.


The Dublin Scuffle


A vividly recalled episode of the late seventeenth century illustrates the conditions of the trade of the time. In 1698, English publisher and bookseller John Dunton brought over a large consignment (‘ten tun’, he claims) of some 600 titles to sell in Ireland.10 This was an experiment he had tried a few years earlier in Boston, and at first all went well. Dunton set up a viewing room in the upstairs parlour of Dick’s Coffee House in fashionable Skinner Row (now Christchurch Place). Here he held two successful auctions of various books published in England since the Great Fire of 1666. Members of Parliament, clergy, lawyers, academics, lords and ladies attended. But the local book trade was not happy with this invasion and one sourly described Dunton’s list as ‘a parcel of trash’. Dunton tartly responded with the assertion that there were in Dublin fifteen or sixteen men ‘who feed upon Books, without being much the wiser for what they contain’.11 One of these, Scotsman Patrick Campbell, managed to take over Dick’s Coffee House before Dunton could organise his third auction and obliged him to decamp to a coffee house in the High Street, not at all so attractive a venue. Bad feeling flared between the two booksellers, with angry letters and with legal and physical threats, all vividly described by Dunton in his book The Dublin Scuffle. Dunton also printed an amorous letter to him from ‘Dorinda’, supposedly the wife of a Dublin citizen. Dunton records himself as sternly rejecting the ‘wanton embraces’ of this ‘lewd woman’, with many a moralistic comment, in his prolix way. Was this, as he hints, a put-up job, an attempt by the Irish book trade to discredit the incomer?12


The auction sale of books, a technique of which Dunton was an early adopter rather than pioneer, became a standard retailing device in the eighteenth century. It was frequently used to clear stocks of slow-selling titles and the stock of deceased booksellers. The last substantial such auctioneer was William Gilbert in the 1770s. He changed course to medical publishing and bookselling in the 1780s, taking his apprentice Robert Hodges as partner in 1800.


The First Copyright Act


Not long after Dunton’s foray, the world’s first copyright Act was passed in London. Referred to as the ‘Act of Anne’ dated 1709, this gave the author (and crucially, by extension, the bookseller/publisher) security for fourteen years, once renewable. Oddly, this Act was not extended to Ireland, so Irish booksellers were able to continue their established practice of reprinting London-published books. Why was the Act not extended to Ireland? Perhaps, writes Mary Pollard, because of the exiguous size of the Irish industry:




In 1709 in Dublin, there were not more than perhaps ten printers at work; almost all of them were without capital and were starting from scratch, and scratch it was, with type that had seen years of hard usage, frequent changes of hole-and-corner addresses and an unexplored market. Though the sudden increase in activity in the last years of the seventeenth century was marked, and expansion continued with no loss of momentum, the results were minimal in comparison with the volume of book production in London.13





Initially, it was thought that Irish booksellers were entitled to export books thus reprinted to London and the respectable George Faulkner famously published a four-volume edition of Swift’s works on that basis. This practice was definitively forbidden by a supplementary Act of 1739.


According to the law, it was perfectly legal to reprint any title from British originals, so long as no attempt was made to export them. Although Irish publishers were regularly denounced in London as ‘pirates’, there was no piracy so long as they did not attempt to sell the books outside of Ireland – for instance to London, to Scotland or, increasingly in the late eighteenth century, to the American colonies. Of course it was galling for the London publishers to have their markets in Ireland undermined for titles such as Pope’s Essay on Man or Fielding’s Tom Jones and, in 1752, Amelia, for which of course they had paid the authors. And it is as difficult for us as for eighteenth-century Londoners to imagine that, if, for instance, modern Irish publishers were legally allowed to republish British bestsellers such as Fifty Shades of Grey or the Harry Potter series in Dublin, copies would not somehow seep illegally into the lucrative British market. There is no question but that Dublin booksellers ruthlessly selected ‘virtually all new books with a sales potential’ from the new London publications. A study published in 2005 showed that there were Dublin editions for a carefully chosen 38 per cent of them.14


Whether with the local or a wider market in mind, London originals were usually reset in Dublin in a smaller format (octavo rather than quarto) and with more words per page. To achieve cheapness the re-publishers were also able to exploit three local advantages: they paid no copyright purchase fees to the author; production costs were less in Dublin, especially wages of compositors and printers; and both paper and binding leather were cheaper because of lower import duties.15 Dublin-published books were produced very quickly and had a reputation for poor print quality, not always deserved.16


The Eighteenth-Century Business


The Irish book trade in the eighteenth century was highly varied. The old stationer’s business had widened. From the beginning of the century, printed matter was becoming an everyday item. An early example of this occurred in the great Presbyterian doctrinal row of the 1720s which generated as many as fifty titles contributing to the debate. Crucially, it was noted that print and preaching carried equal weight in disseminating opinion.17 Even so, as late as mid century a local author described Dublin as ‘a pitiful place for disposing of books’;18 there was enough business to make it possible for ‘stationers’ to specialise in printing, in bookselling or in bookbinding, though no one was yet just a publisher. The leading booksellers of the day were George Faulkner of Essex Street (in what is now Temple Bar) and George Grierson, also of Essex Street, who died in 1753. The Catholic booksellers clustered round Cook Street near Christ Church. Most of the books sold were published in Britain, though there was importation also from France and the Netherlands.


Publication was undertaken by bookseller/printers such as George Faulkner, who, as we have seen, published Swift. To keep the presses busy, these men very often published newspapers as well. Another such bookseller/printer was James Hoey of Skinner Row, who would sell locally published books and a considerable importation, mostly from London. In Mountrath Street (which was off Charles Street West, near where the Four Courts were to be built) printers and booksellers specialised in products for the so-called ‘flying stationers’, who sold news-sheets and ballads in the street. Most booksellers, not just those in a smaller way of business, sold stationery and perhaps also medicines. By the end of the century, bookselling was commonly combined with patent medicine and lottery sales, but there were those who sold books as well as being wine merchants, stockbrokers, haberdashers and pawnbrokers.19


A snapshot of the books published in 1750 gives a clear image of the output in mid century. It was almost all in English: even for a Catholic audience, little was published in Irish. Welsh speakers in Wales and, to a lesser extent, Gaelic speakers in Scotland were better supplied.20 Here, as a pioneer bilingual almanac put it, ‘not one in 20,000 can either write or read their own language even though they can write English. No Shopbook was ever kept in that tongue, nor any agreement for a bargain written down, nor a receipt given, nor a letter written by the Post.’ It was a matter of newspaper record when a sermon was preached in Irish in St Patrick’s Cathedral in 1758.21


As usual, the new books of the year predominantly featured religion and politics. Several bookseller/printers had already published editions of the classics including Horace, Terence, Virgil and Juvenal. Powell published over forty titles in 1750. Isaac Watts’s Divine and Moral Songs for Children (the locus of the classic, ‘How doth the little busy bee’) was re-issued at sixpence halfpenny for 72 pages. The Book of Common Prayer was issued by the King’s Printer George Grierson.22


In the 1750s, Hoey printed The Censor, supposedly written by ‘Frank Somebody’, but in fact by the political sensation of the day, Charles Lucas. Over the previous decade, Lucas had engaged in a high-profile series of rows both with Dublin Corporation and the British House of Commons. Lucas was popular with the people of Dublin for his attacks on corruption in the government of Dublin and his advocacy of parliamentary independence for Ireland. In 1749, he and his publisher James Esdall were summoned to appear before the bar of the Irish House of Commons accused of promoting sedition and insurrection. Esdall went into hiding. Lucas was condemned to Newgate Prison but escaped to London. Esdall’s wife Ann was later questioned by the House. The hectic atmosphere of the day can be judged by the fact that The Censor and other of Lucas’ writings were condemned to be publicly burned by the Grand Jury, and the Chief Justice publicly warned the members of the Guild of St Luke against printing libels. Esdall died in 1755 and was succeeded in the business by his widow, Ann, as quite often happened. His young son William was apprenticed in 1763 and later took over the business. Many years later, in 1795, Ann (then aged 77), in distressed circumstances due to the death of her son, was obliged to seek the charity of the Guild.23


On the practical rather than political side, Powell published Sylvester O’Halloran’s pathbreaking Treatise on the Glaucoma and Joseph Leathley a major new edition of Bolton’s Justice of the Peace for Ireland (the longest book published in the year, which came out at 892 pages over two fat volumes). Leathley was coming to the end of his career (he died in 1757). Other substantial books of the 1750s were John Hill’s Arithmetic in Theory and Practice (525 pages) and Campbell’s Present State of Europe published by George Faulkner (528 pages), its first appearance in book form. Charles Smith’s Antient and Present State of Cork was published by J. Exshaw of Cork-hill, who also published the reference book, The English Registry and several reprints of books by the philosopher George Berkeley, including The Querist.


There was crime: for instance, the account of the ‘inhuman and bloody murder’ of Colonel Bloodworth and his wife, published by Robert Wilson of Cook Street. He obviously found crime paid, for he had published in 1749 an account of a ‘most horrid barbarous and bloody murther’ by Captain Freney and his gang in Waterford and, in 1752, ‘An account of the barbarous murder and rape of Mary Carty’. During 1750, George Faulkner published an account of the trial of Captain Edward Clark for murder in a duel.


Augustus Long of Essex Street, printer of the Dublin Gazette, published Shakespeare (including two different editions of Romeo and Juliet) as well as plays from other writers such as Addison, Farquhar, Cibber, Congreve and even Voltaire (in French). Long hoped to develop this interest with the Playhouse Journal, ‘to treat the merit and demerit of dramatic writers and performers’, but it seems that only one issue ever appeared.24


Total print/publication activity in Dublin (which includes official and legal documents such as Acts, proclamations, etc.) rose in the first quarter of the eighteenth century, peaking in 1725, then declined for some twenty years before hitting a plateau of some 250 items a year between 1752 and 1783, taking off again in the 1780s in a burst of activity.25 Historian Richard Sher summarised the activity as follows:




During the second half of the 18th century Dublin prided itself on being the second city of the Empire – the standard reference the Eighteenth-century Short Title Catalogue shows that Dublin was surpassed only by London. Producing 14,000 imprints between 1751 and 1800 just beating Edinburgh. In the 1780s Dublin produced 2,800 titles (as compared to 25,000 from London).26





If the eyes of historical comparison were not dazzled by English publishing, this might seem a reasonable performance. In the Scandinavian countries of Sweden, Norway and Finland, for instance, it was not until the late nineteenth century that any kind of a publishing industry developed.27 Some of the Irish titles were of course reprints from previous London editions. Provincial centres in Ireland were not active, though they became increasingly so as the century progressed: Belfast produced 798 items of all sorts in the eighteenth century, of which three quarters were in the second half; Cork produced 702 items with two thirds in the last quarter of the century. Lesser centres such as Limerick, Waterford and Galway produced no more than 200 items in the whole century.28


[image: illustration]


The Nineteenth-Century Business


At the very beginning of the century the surge of activity of previous decades came shuddering to a halt. The extension of the British Copyright Act to Ireland in 1801 revealed how important the dubious trade in reprinted books had been. The extension was, as Charles Benson put it:




[…] ostensibly intended to put the publication of books in Ireland and Britain on an equal footing as far as the law was concerned, [but in practice the Copyright Act of July 1801] had the effect of entirely undermining the basis on which the Irish trade had developed in the preceding century. The surviving publishing business was, over the succeeding forty years, the object of dismissive comments which deplored both its lack of variety and its quality.29





Sadly, it seems that while concentrating on the reprint business, Dublin publishers had failed to cultivate local talent and so when the legislation changed, there was no traditional relationship with local authors. By contrast, publishers in Edinburgh had not fallen into this trap.


Typical of the negative comments was Robert Walsh’s lament in the History of the City of Dublin published (in London) in 1818. He commented:




Besides the injury the trade has sustained, great numbers who formerly were in the habit of reading are by this Act interdicted from doing so as the books which once, by their comparative cheapness were within their means of purchasing cannot be procured. The printing business is therefore confined to devotional and moral tracts which are paid for by charitable societies for gratuitous distribution – to printing handbills and playbills – to some half-dozen newspapers, and to one or two middling magazines which can scarcely maintain an ephemeral existence.30





He attributed some of the blame to the trade itself: ‘It is true that there is no encouragement for literary exertion in the Irish metropolis, because the cautious Dublin bookseller will run no risk in publishing an original work, however great its merit. It must first appear in London, or not at all.’31 To underline the point, Walsh listed sixty-six newspapers and periodicals which had been published since 1700; by 1818, fifty-four of them were extinct. The ‘melancholy instance’ of the 1816 Dublin Examiner, then the most recent attempt to establish a critical and literary periodical similar to the Edinburgh Review, which lasted only a few months, simply underlined the ‘low state of literature in a country which, while its talents contribute largely to enrich literature abroad cannot support at home one single periodical publication.’


In 1833, the Dublin Penny Journal noted:




The only town in Ireland which has at all kept any pace with the literary stir of the last thirty years is the spirited town of Belfast. In the way of book-printing until lately Dublin has been woefully behind, when considered as the metropolis of the kingdom … there was never anything produced which could be at all compared with the London and Edinburgh printers until within these few years during which Mr Cumming, the Messrs Curry and others have set a praiseworthy example of energy and spirit.32





William Carleton complained of the consequence of the lack of local publishing in his 1842 preface to Traits and Stories of the Irish Peasantry: ‘Our men and women of genius uniformly carried their talents to the English market, whilst we laboured at home under all the dark privations of a literary famine.’ Ireland’s ‘native intellect’, meant for ‘home consumption’, was instead exported, while Ireland was ‘forced to subsist upon the scanty supplies which could be procured from the sister kingdom’.33


The situation was not, however, all ‘literary famine’.


One of the publishers named by the Dublin Penny Journal, John Cumming, flourished between 1808 and 1850. Cumming owed his introduction to the trade to the famous eighteenth-century Catholic publisher Pat Wogan, whose partner he briefly became.34 As well as publishing on his own account, Cumming was the sole Irish agent for the radical British publisher Effingham Wilson, whose list included Tennyson, Bentham and Disraeli. He was also Irish agent for the English poetry publisher Moxon, publisher of Browning, Wordsworth, Lamb and Hood. Towards the end of his career, Cumming took his employee Clement Ferguson as partner, Ferguson paying the substantial sum of £5,000 for the privilege. At the time the business was making £2,500 a year. Unfortunately, the difficult trading conditions of the late 1840s were too much for them and they went bankrupt in 1848.35


The publisher William Curry was a major rival to Cumming in the 1820s and 1830s, particularly with the novels of Charles Lever and Samuel Lover. The firm opened for business in 1824 and in 1830 Curry joined with the driving Scots publisher James McGlashan, who had been trained by the Edinburgh publisher Blackwood. The partnership was dissolved in 1845, but not before they had become a power in the Dublin literary world, with a connection based around their Dublin University Magazine. McGlashan and Curry set up separate publishing houses, Curry going bankrupt in 1847 and McGlashan in 1856. McGlashan was clearly an effective publisher, though described by one author as ‘capricious, autocratic, tight-fisted in business matters and also somewhat unscrupulous’.36 The university printer, M.H. Gill bought McGlashan’s bankrupt business in 1856 and renamed his firm McGlashan & Gill.


McGlashan was closely involved in the affairs of the Dublin Booksellers Society which ran from 1830 to 1846.37 They operated both as a conger (a group sharing the publishing rights and costs of agreed titles) and as a trade regulator. The Society shared responsibility for publication of editions of 1,500 copies and standard texts of 1,000 copies. With respect to regulation, at almost every meeting of the Society it was stressed that there should not be more than 10 per cent discount (allowed to retail customers) and that only on books of 15s or more.38 The question of discount was to become increasingly vexed until the trade accepted publisher-fixed book pricing at the end of the century. In July 1832, James McGlashan proposed ‘that the Booksellers Society of the city of Dublin give no encouragement to any bookbinders who are, or may become booksellers or to any printer who may become a publisher.’ This attempt to encourage stand-alone publishing houses had no chance in Irish conditions and for 100 years or more virtually all Irish publishing houses maintained connections with printing firms.


Other publishing highlights were found in the activities of James Duffy (1808–71), the great publisher of the middle years of the century. Duffy began his career as a book pedlar and made his first coup when he bought up in the country the Protestant Bibles which had been so energetically distributed by various Bible societies and which Catholics were discouraged from reading. He sold these profitably in Liverpool.39 Aged 30, he set up his first shop and printing works in Anglesea Street, publishing his first title The Life and Actions of Robert Emmet in 1838, signifying a Catholic nationalism that was to be his hallmark. Then he embarked on his Bruton series of ‘thrilling tales of robbers, battles, adventures and the like at the low price of two-pence each’. In 1843, James Duffy commenced a long relationship with the Young Ireland movement, starting with the publication of Charles Gavan Duffy’s anthology of nationalistic ballads, Spirit of the Nation. The general collapse of commerce in the famine years very nearly caused his bankruptcy, from which, legend has it, he was rescued by a last-minute loan from a neighbour. Duffy moved to Wellington Quay in 1846. In subsequent years his list contained books by John Mitchel, Thomas Davis, James Clarence Mangan and Daniel Madden.


From July 1845, Duffy began his Library of Ireland: monthly volumes at 1s each, printing, it is said, ‘several thousand copies’ of each. They were available in various binding styles and comprised a serious list of literary works, essays, history and biography from names such as Thomas Davis (several volumes), Gavan Duffy, William Carleton and Thomas D’Arcy McGee. In 1849, he launched Duffy’s Cottage Library described as ‘a series of delightful Catholic tales by the most eminent American writers’. Published as monthly volumes at 8d, they embodied a traditional, cosy Catholicism that fitted in well with nationalist feeling. ‘Duffy went on,’ writes Charles Benson, ‘to become after 1850 the major Irish publisher.’40 With a fleet of magazines such as Duffy’s Hibernian Magazine he employed over 100 people in Wellington Quay. He also opened an office in London in 1860 and it was on a visit there that he broke his leg, hastening his relatively early death.


Although Charles Gavan Duffy, in his autobiography, rather grandly referred to James Duffy as ‘a man of shrewd sense and sly humour but without cultivation or judgement in literature’, there is no question that Duffy provided Catholic nationalism with a valuable, cheap and reliable channel for their cause. The verdict of the Dictionary of Irish Biography adds: ‘by the number and popularity of his productions and their formative influence on Catholic popular opinion, he can be considered the most important Irish publisher in the middle decades of the nineteenth century.’41


Another enterprising Irish publisher, Simms & M’Intyre of Belfast, was producing books that were ideal for the railway market. This Belfast printing and publishing firm began in 1797 after Simms was thrown out of work when the printing plant of the United Irishman newspaper was wrecked by loyalists. By 1820, Simms & M’Intyre had five titles in print. As it expanded it published traditional tales such as The Seven Champions and Reynard the Fox, but also a broad range of books designed to be widely distributed throughout the northern counties, to appeal to both Catholic and Protestant tastes. In 1847, the firm’s second generation launched its Parlour Library, consisting of whole works of fiction priced at 1s. This was at a time when even a cheap reprint series was priced at 6s and new novels were published at 31s 6d. Described by Michael Sadleir (bibliographer and managing director of Constable book publishers) as of ‘sensational importance as an innovation in cheap book-making … its immediate and overwhelming popularity transformed it in a few weeks from a local Irish speculation into an international property of great value.’42 By 1853, the series exceeded 100 titles and was sold to a London agent.43


The cost structure of this kind of publishing is analysed in the Victorian compendium of commercial principle and practice that is McCulloch’s Dictionary of Commerce (1839). The setting, printing and stitching of 500 copies of an eighty-page pamphlet would cost approximately £25; adding £10 for advertising gives a total publishing cost of £35. Importantly, nearly 10 per cent of this would be taken by the government in the form of paper and advertising duties, part of the so-called ‘taxes on knowledge’ that became such a cause célèbre in the 1850s. McCulloch assumes a sale of 475 copies (after free copies to author, libraries, etc.) at between 2s and 2s 6d a copy, giving a revenue of £51. The balance of £16 he describes as ‘profit to author and publisher’, a not unreasonable 31 per cent of sales.44


In the eighteenth century the great French encyclopaedist Denis Diderot had stressed the precariousness of the book business, writing that ‘out of every ten ventures, one is successful – and this is already a great deal – four make ends meet in the long run, and five show a final loss.’45 McCulloch repeated the message:




On a late investigation into the affairs of an extensive publishing concern it was found that of 130 works published by it in a given time, 50 had not paid their expenses. Of the 80 that did pay, 13 only had arrived at a second edition; but in most cases that second edition had not been profitable. In general it may be estimated that of the books published a fourth do not pay their expenses; and that only one in eight or ten can be reprinted with advantage.46





Behind the literary swings of fashion, there was as ever a steady amount of serious factual publishing in education, law, science and theology. Prominent among the publishers of these titles was the last incarnation of a bewildering series of firms run by the Hodges family. It all started with William Gilbert, who set up in Crow Street in 1760 and in 1780 took Robert Hodges as his apprentice, later partner.47 In 1800, the firm became Gilbert & Hodges. Then there was a new partnership of Hodges & McArthur formally from 1815, but who ‘had conducted the business of Gilbert & Hodges for several years’. In 1828, Hodges & Smith took over the business of Hodges & McArthur. They moved to Grafton Street in 1844. Up to 1864 they had been described in a rather old-fashioned way as ‘Booksellers to the University’; in that year, in a belated recognition of the separation of the businesses of bookseller and publisher they become formally ‘Publishers to the University’. By 1869, the firm had become Hodges Foster and was still at 104 Grafton Street. Ten years later, in 1878, it became Hodges, Foster & Figgis, finally ending up as Hodges, Figgis & Co. by 1882.48


The Hodges firms became official booksellers to Trinity College Dublin and to the Queen’s Colleges of Cork and Galway. They established a speciality in academic, informational and legal titles. In 1844, for instance, they advertised a ‘long list of law books published by them’. Between 1876 and 1900 they published nearly 500 books, a rate of more than twenty a year, considerably more than their nearest rival, M.H. Gill (as McGlashan & Gill became in 1876). Another firm which was to build up a substantial factual and educational list was Thom’s, whose principal Alex Thom (1800–79) had come from Scotland in 1820. He took over the firm in 1824, gaining the Post Office printing contract and in 1844 began the long series of directories, law reference and educational titles.


The founder of M.H. Gill was one of the most prominent men in the nineteenth-century trade. Michael Henry Gill was born in 1794, the son of a United Irishman who seems to have converted to Catholicism from his family’s original Presbyterianism.49 Michael was apprenticed to the Printer to the University in 1813 (aged eighteen or nineteen). He became a partner of the Printer Ruth Graisberry (widow of the former Printer Daniel Graisberry) in 1827 and managed the college business (mostly publishing classics and textbooks). In 1842, Ruth Graisberry died and Gill was formally appointed Printer to the University. Under his management the press gained an increasing reputation for the quality of its printing. In his sixties Gill took a great step by buying the copyrights and stock of the bankrupt James McGlashan, establishing a new firm called McGlashan & Gill. He ran the university press in conjunction with his new business, and established a wide commercial connection with British publishers such as Murray, Bentley, Hurst & Blackett and Routledge, explaining in the 1850s to the newly founded Macmillan company, then still in Cambridge, that ‘our business is exclusively with the Trade … we would be very happy to enter into an arrangement for the supply of your books to the Irish trade.’50


In 1876, Gill was in his 80s, and took the last big decision of his career, to give up the university printing and, with his son Henry Joseph, to establish his family printing, publishing and bookselling business as M.H.Gill in Sackville Street, where it was to remain for more than 100 years. Under Henry’s guidance, writes Vincent Kinane, ‘nationalist and Catholic (sometimes stridently Catholic) literature came to dominate the firm’s lists’.51


Then there was the huge export of books originally prepared and published by the Irish Commissioners of National Education (the replacement from 1831 of the Kildare Place Society). Because they were both cheaper and editorially better than anything available from British publishers, they sold in their thousands into English and colonial schools. Nearly half a million copies of the reading lessons series were bought in England in the 1840s, amounting to half of the market; a similar proportion was achieved with the elementary arithmetic titles. So marked was this success that in 1848 leading publishers John Murray and William Longman remonstrated with the Prime Minister Lord John Russell, complaining of unfair competition, in that the Irish Commission of National Education was in effect a state-sponsored body. Lord John did very little in response, though a compromise was patched up. The grievance was only resolved when in 1861 the British authorities changed their syllabus, so the Irish books were no longer suitable.52


Another, similar triumph was with the copybooks initiated by the Irish philanthropist Vere Foster. These were devised and first published in 1865 (following, so it was said, a grumble from Lord Palmerston about the quality of his officials’ handwriting: certainly Palmerston allowed his name to be used in the marketing).53 Initially printed in Dublin (by Forster & Co. in the machinery department of the Dublin Exhibition in Earlsfort Terrace), the series originally consisted of thirteen separate titles, all on good-quality paper, graduating from simply strokes and curves to the well-remembered sententious proverbs (‘He that cannot bear a jest should not make one’ and ‘Property has its Duties as well as its Rights’). Their stunning instant success necessitated a move to more professional print facilities, and the choice fell on the great Belfast firm of Marcus Ward. Foster kept the sales to the Irish National Board of Education in his own hands, while the three Ward brothers handled the extensive sales to the English-speaking world.


In connection with the copybooks the ever-enterprising Foster had established a ‘National Competition in Writing … open to pupils of either Public or Private Schools throughout the British Empire’. (He also sold his own ink, specially designed inkwells, a copybook protector and blotter, and Vere Foster pencils.) The extent of the copybook sales was revealed by the range of competition entries, coming as they did from India, Burma, Malta, Australia, Jamaica and the Cape of Good Hope as well as Ireland and Britain. By 1876, according to the Master of the Rolls, ‘the annual sale of copy-books was around four million’. At 1d per copy (and some were 2d) this gives a turnover of some £17,000 a year, making it probably the most successful publishing exercise ever undertaken in Ireland. Had Vere Foster possessed anything of a publisher’s gene, that would have served very nicely as the cash cow backing a fine firm.


By this time the series had expanded from simple black-only copybooks to a wide range including elaborate drawing copies, some in full colour. These were printed by the cumbersome process of chromolithography, which used large flat stones (imported from Germany) as the print surface. One stone was required for each colour: not CMYK (cyan, magenta, yellow and black) but one for brown, one for green and so on. One of Vere Foster’s images for copying, a bunch of flowers, required as many as thirty-six stones. The actual printing was done from working stones, which deteriorated quickly on use so a set of ‘mother stones’ was needed.


Unfortunately, the enormous success of the firm and the vast sums of money involved caused the Ward brothers to quarrel.54 Vere Foster stuck to his friend John Ward, who was bought out of the firm. Foster then sold the rights in the business for John Ward for a mere £3,000, but the two remaining brothers refused to return the litho stones, which they threatened to wipe clean of the images. They also advertised a spoiler brand of Marcus Ward copybooks. In 1878 Foster and Ward sued Marcus Ward & Co. for the return of the stones. They won the case and an appeal.


John Ward, however, did not set up his own firm as had been planned and the copybook franchise was sold to the Scottish educational publisher Blackie, on condition it established a factory in Dublin. Blackie established a dedicated factory and publishing department in Talbot Street. By this time the range of copybooks numbered over 150 separate lines.
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