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James Ashcroft Noble (1844-96) tends to be remembered only as the mentor, and future father-in-law, of the essayist, critic and war-poet Edward Thomas (1878-1917).  Using Noble’s two contributions to the prestigious Yellow Book, this essay sets out to prove him much more than that: a poet, journalist and critic in his own right, and promoter of many other writers, several more famous in their day.  By examining Noble’s work and influences we are able to trace a direct link between Edward Thomas and a Scottish poet and essayist once sensationally famous, now almost forgotten.

“Errington’s career up to this time had not been conspicuously successful.  All his life he had been more or less of an invalid.  In his youth he had tried one or two callings, but ill-health had compelled him to abandon them; and having a genuine love of letters and gift of expression, he had – paradoxical as the sequence may seem – drifted into journalism.  The leading paper in the northern provincial town where he lived had, in the first instance, published his articles, and had then gone on to pay for them, the pay becoming finally so assured as to justify him – that, at any rate, was the poor fellow’s view of the case – in marrying the pretty Alice Blundell, and assuming the responsibilities of a British husband and ratepayer.”1

Thus James Ashcroft Noble introduces his avatar in his story ‘The Phantasies of Philarete’ for the fifth volume of The Yellow Book (April 1895).  John Errington is, he tells us, the reviewer for Noon “a mid-day paper the conductors of which made an emphasised appeal to the public that fancies literature and art.”  Noble, likewise, had reviewed for many journals, provincial and national.  At one time he had been the principal conductor of The Liverpool Argus “a weekly critical, political, and social journal.”2

Liverpool was Noble’s hometown.  He was born there in June 1844 to reasonably well-to-do parents.  His father William was bookkeeper for the Liverpool Pilotage Office and, given that Liverpool was fast becoming one of the world’s busiest ports, was a person of civic significance.  James’s mother, Ellen, was the daughter of a Liverpool merchant.

Young James was a promising schoolboy and it was hoped that he would go on to study religion at Trinity College, Dublin.  When ‘delicate health’ prevented that, he was found a place in the office of a local solicitor but, again, had to abandon a legal career on health grounds.  For a few years he toured health resorts, supported by his parents.  Then he discovered journalism.

Noble’s first published article appeared in the Liverpool Mercury; it concerned ‘The Present Crisis in the Church’ and demonstrates Noble’s interest in religion.  Encouraged, he began submitting to all manner of periodicals, including All Year Round, Chambers’ Journal and The Victoria Magazine.3   When The Liverpool Albion became a morning daily Noble became its chief reviewer.  The new paper did not last long but it led Noble to the editorship of the Argus.  In the meantime the assurance of income had enabled Noble to marry Esther Hunt, the daughter of a retired whaler.  In the same year, 1873, Noble published a novel, The Pelican Papers, an English picaresque in the manner of Smollett.  It was neither a runaway success nor an abject failure.  It enhanced Noble’s reputation in writerly circles.

His circle was, of course, provincial, but Liverpool in the eighteen-seventies was no backwater.  The Argus was a Liberal, anti-establishment paper.  One of Noble’s early contributors was Mrs Frances Power Cobbe, an indefatigable anti-vivisectionist who had founded the Victoria Street Society in 1875 which in 1897 became the Anti-Vivisection League.  On the literary side Noble published William Watson and Hall Caine.  He had previously promoted William Edwards Tirebuck in the Mercury and would later do the same for Richard Le Gallienne in national periodicals.  These may not be names to conjure with in the Twenty-First Century but they very much were at the end of the Nineteenth.  Two knighthoods and two close-run encounters with the Laureateship was not a bad return from Noble’s early protégés, to say nothing of countless best-selling books.  Two of the four would go on to return the favour when Noble needed them.  

“The Argus,” William Andrews tells us, “was too high class a publication for Philistine Liverpool, and was not a success pecuniarily.”4   Noble did not stay to the end but resigned after only eighteen months.  Perhaps his health again let him down.  We know that he moved to Southport, then as now considered a healthy town.  There his circle widened; Watson and Caine visited (Tirebuck was in Yorkshire, Le Gallienne still at school) as did the critic David Main, Alfred Perceval Graves, poet and critic, and journalist Alexander Ireland.  Jesse Quail, who had worked for Noble on the Argus, described his former patron during the Southport years as “One of our most genial men of letters, a writer whose pen is equally graceful in prose and verse.”5

It was verse, though not his own, that would give Noble’s career an unforeseen twist.
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In 1880 Noble’s friend Alexander Ireland printed A Treasury of English Sonnets for another mutual friend, David Main.  This was a success and became the authoritative work of its period, chiefly on account of Main’s careful and finely-judged notes which comprise roughly half the book.  Main does not deal with the work of living poets in the anthology itself, but refers to them ‘incidentally’ in the notes.  Thus Noble finds himself and his work enshrined there alongside such luminaries as the Rossetti siblings, Dante and Christina.

On page 441 Main is discussing Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Sonnets from the Portuguese (1850).  He comments, “Like all work of the highest originality, these sonnets have had a marked assimilative effect on contemporary verse.  I recall one very perfect echo in sonnet form, which might pass unchallenged among Mrs Browning’s sonnets, and may even be read with those of Shakespeare devoted to the subject of love in absence.  It occurs in a little volume of essays and poems collected under the title of The Pelican Papers (1873, p. 198).”  Noble’s ‘Love and Absence’ is then given in full.

Main’s comments deserve due weight.  His fellow anthologist William Sharp called Main “an accomplished student of literature and a critic possessing the true instinct, whose honour it is to have produced the most exhaustive sonnet-anthology.”6   Sharp’s own sonnet-anthology was a companion volume to Main’s called Sonnets of This Century, published in 1886.  Noble is in Sharp, as are his protégés Caine and Watson.  Of Noble, Sharp comments: “a capable and discriminating critic, whose article in The Contemporary Review attracted considerable notice.”7   This, indeed, was the article which launched the second phase of Noble’s career.

For James Ashcroft Noble and William Sharp the finest living exponent of the English sonnet was Dante Gabriel Rossetti.  Today known primarily as a painter and founder of the pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, in 1880 Rossetti was better known for his single volume of poetry, Poems by D G Rossetti (1870), and the scandal surrounding them.  It was said that Rossetti had recovered the manuscripts from the grave of his late wife in Highgate Cemetery, which in the gloom of Queen Victoria’s morbid widowhood guaranteed commercial success.  And success inevitably spurred hostile criticism.

“Here and there,” wrote Sharp in his study of Rossetti, “especially from the very conservative and clerical organs, censure and dislike found expression, but this was simply what was to be expected in the case of work not stamped by time and thus beyond their damnatory strictures.  One well-known writer indeed wrote a bitter attack in the Contemporary Review, giving rise to the famous literary war of 1871.”8
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